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TO THE READER 



The characters represented in this book are 
essentially ideal, and appertain to the Celtic type 
of mind, although they also probably occur his- 
torically at three divers epochs in Irish history. 
Here we find the wise king, Cormac; the leader, 
warrior, and judge, Fionn ; the poet, Ossian ; the 
Druid, Cathbad ; the priest, Patrick ; the youthful 
hero, Oscar ; the strong man, Cuthullin ; the queenly 
Emer, the covetous Meave, the peerless Deirdre ; 
the amazon Scathach, etc. ; and though the 
materials for this poem have been found in 
ancient ^legend, the types are those of to-day 
amongst ourselves ; the style of living, too, is 
especially suitable for modern treatment The 
survival of the fittest by selection, the athletic 
and intellectual pursuits of the people, and the 
simplicity of intercourse between king and people, 
accentuate the best and most salient points of 
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TO THE READER 

scientific, educational, and democratic thought 
and effort to-day, while the spirituality of St. 
Patrick's life and doctrine may interest those who 
still believe Christianity a living power, and look 
to the primitive British Church as affording the 
truest survival of Christ's Life and Doctrine 
embodied in an institution. Having therefore 
chosen types of character and laid stress on the 
best human interests of to-day, it remains to 
consider the plot, something elaborate, dramatic, 
and possessing unity of construction being that 
which should sustain continued interest. A date 
has been chosen (A.D. 6o), which, though it cannot 
be defended historically, nevertheless may be 
accepted without too much demand on credulity. 
The epic opens in autumn with the great meeting 
at Tara, proceeds through winter and spring with 
Fionn's pursuit of Dermid and Grainne ; introduces 
St. Patrick at Easter, the treachery of the dis- 
appointed Druids, and murder of Cormac; the 
campaign of Cuthullin against the usurper Cairbre, 
the deaths of Oscar and Cuthullin at midsummer, 
the revenge of Fionn and reinstallation of the 
rightful heir; Ossian, the last of the Fians; his 
journey to Tir-na-6g, and his reconciliation to the 
world through St. Patrick, which brings us again 

to autumn. 
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However far this fable may depart from 
chronology, it will be found, I trust, to adhere 
to the main lines of tradition, and that after a 
perusal of it, even once, the mass of legends and 
poems existing on the subject will be found 
intelligible and consecutive. Lyric beauty, which 
must perforce be omitted here, will be found in 
primitive charm in the many collections and 
adaptations of Gaelic poems : in " Ossian " and Sir 
Samuel Ferguson's poems, Dr. Todhunter's, Sir 
Aubrey de Vere, Mr. W. B. Yeats, and many 
others ; and will be, if I may say so without 
presumption, appreciated in new lights. Liberties 
taken with the stories are very few, but the 
legends have been assimilated mentally, and 
dramatic construction applied to their representa- 
tion during many years of well - rewarded study ; 
and it is this which makes me bold to appear 
before the public with so ambitious a venture. 

Characters and plot having been considered^ the 
emotions depicted concern us next. The strongest 
general emotion of this, and of perhaps any age, 
is the Death of the Young Hero. We see it in 
" AdonaYs," " In Memoriam," and many other works, 
and, alas! it is a household feeling this year in 
consequence of our glorious but sad campaign in 
South Africa. Hence the title, " Death of Oscar." 

7 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



TO THE READER 

Another strong prevailing emotion is "Hope." 
Science seems to be withdrawing its "frowning 
Providence to show a smiling face." The recon- 
ciliation of the antique world, in all its strength 
and grace, with Christianity has been attempted 
with a simplicity and directness which must be 
its own apology. Characters, plot, and emotional 
interest being thus defined, it remains to consider 
detail. This has been studied from the best 
authorities; where any licence has been taken, I 
have drawn direct from experience. Touches of 
true heroism, drawn from the lives of men, women, 
and children of our own day personally known 
to me, have been added where such were needed, 
for I find in England to-day a quiet silent great- 
ness comparable to that of heroic times. 

With these few introductory remarks I with- 
draw, praying the reader to overlook the many 
and great deficiencies of this little book, and 
trusting in the pre-eminence of the Royal 
Standard, and with heartiest wishes for the welfare 
of Ireland the Beloved. 
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CANTO I 






Thee I invoke of swift unwearied flying, 

Urania, queen of starry skies arrayed! ^'^S 

When dusky blue obscures the daylight dying. 

Descend, O lovely Presence, to the Maid; 

The Waking Dreamer, of thy scorn afraid, 

Flowered into noble purpose breathes thy face. 

Most eloquent, and of serenest aid. 

Nor can mere mortal whisper of the grace 

Flows from thy sea-soft speech and mystic pace. 



<^/v 
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DEATH OF OSCAR 



Of suave nor trancing cymbal hast no need, 
Nor harp, nor cithern, regal too, nor flute. 
Nor organ holds thee, — no, nor pip^d reed, 
Nor singest thou of love-tales dissolute. 
Rather your lips for ever sealed and mute! 
But with a solemn voice and clear ye chant 
The fate of heroes of far-famed repute. 
Ever beside me. Goddess, mayest thou haunt. 
Whether in health or eld, comely or gaunt. 



Mirror past deeds in present days whilst I 
Listen and slow indite with plumy pen. 
Challenge the hero-warriors from on high 
To reign once more on earth 'mongst mortal men. 
Unveil the mysteries of thy glory then, 
Sing of the Death of Oscar, and the woes 
Of Ossian, Poet of the Sea and Glen, 
Questioning Spirit tortured with the throes 
Of Yea and Nay, of Darkness or the Rose. 
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Heroic deeds of brave Cuthullin thunder, 

Beautiful Deirdre and her wave-worn fate, 

The coming of St. Patrick and Christ's wonder, 

With all the deeds of Erin famed and great. 

But first survey, O winged Muse elate, 

The coloured Beauty of thy appointed Sphere, 

Where first thy dove-flight hovers to create: — 

Not where the giant Himalaya rear, 

Or where vast Andes snow-capped aye appear; 



Nor where a purple sky o'er golden pyre 
Wreathes maize and vine in endless flames of light ; 
Nor where with Grecian legend poet's lyre 
Sings victory and all-surpassing might 
(O sunny lands, thus wafted from my sight!) 
How shalt thou sing far from Pierian fount. 
Far from sweet Thessaly and seas sky-bright, 
From Helicon afar that sacred mount, 
From Italy and joys I may not count. 



II 
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But where wild rocks and hills on Northern shore 
Oppose Atlantic storm's terrific surge, 
Where the far Orcad^s re-echoing roar 
Their racing tides upon the wind-shorn verge, 
There poise thy wing -stretched flight, where 

north winds urge 
The lonely fishers of the Hebrides, 
The storm-washed home of glistening seal with 

scourge 
Of shrieking cormorant on the shrilly breeze, — 
Nor let rude fissured rocks thy lay displease! 



On craggy coasts of Skye and Morvern rest 
Where blue enchanted Selma basks in light. 
Then south to twin-peaked Arran's glorious crest. 
Ere thou to Erin tend enraptured flight. 
There descant from the Giant SCauseway\ white 
With moon-rocked bay and rampart vast and 

strong. 
Then wing to Tara, Cormac's desolate site. 
O'er mountainous Mourne, and with thy hallowed 

song 
In consecrated dream bear me along. 
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For in those antique ages folk there were i 

Well fashioned in the ways of men to-day; 

One great tradition shapes the mighty powers 

Of Erin or of Alba owning sway : 

The life of liberty and glorious play, 

Gentleness in the strong, and strength in love, 

Deep lore and wisdom in the old and grey, 

With conquests more than human art above 

Wisdom of serpent, with the eye of dove. 



Twas evening, and the maidens tired of chase, 
Footsore and stiff, laughing and laden with spoil. 
Came downward to the westering shore apace, 
Throwing off tunics stained and soiled with toil. 
O, how their beauty showed a glorious foil 
To intricate harmonies of Nature's birth ; 
The tangle wild and fierce of woodland coil 
Contrasted with pure lines of joyous growth. 
Restrained in freedom and unknowing sloth! 



13 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 



lO 



Light they unlace their winged and sandall'd feet, 
Throw back their hair and run down to the sea, 
Where like a snow-storm of wild roses fleet 
Their faces float in foamy tracery, 
While babbling laughter soars in mockery 
At timid land-born folk. It seemed the trees 
Hung listening to the new-born life of glee, 
Aroma wafted in the evening breeze. 
As tho' inanimate powers sought to please. 



II 



Bubbling and laughing voices rose in air. 
And cries of scorn at timid land-born folk ; 
Pleased to forget herself, yea debonnair, 
Deirdre suavely surveyed each frolic joke 
Under her guidance by each golden oak. 
The sylvan huntresses in mimic war 
Had striven with the deer, or with firm stroke 
Had reft tough saplings for their dun afar. 
Which o'er they sport without a single care. 
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One slender long-necked maiden, full of grace, 
Mocked her companions ere she took her dive, 
Her life reflected wave-like on her face, 
Shyly playing with Fate, yet all alive. 
Her irate playmates schemed how to contrive 
Surprisal; white arms flung about her feet, 
And still pursuing, not in vain they strive, — 
A splash and cry re-echoed fast and fleet, 
Spreading diffuse in intricate retreat. 



13 

Then in the changing light and roseate glow 
A square-sailed bark came speeding o'er the sea, 
A herculean figure in the prow 
Watching the twining figures on the lea. 
A youth brow-clipped with radiant helm they see. 
With swart black shield and javelins in a sheaf; 
The dying shore-set wind in lethargy 
So feeble stirred, it hardly moved a leaf, 
Yet the incoming tide set on the reef. 
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A broidered mantle, richly silk enwrought, 
Fell brooch-clasped o*er a tunic white as snow, 
His bratta crimson ; silver chains up-caught 
Two brinded deerhounds fierce and crouching low; 
A spear of glittering blue gleaming aglow, 
And flashing eye, betokened him a chief. 
Swiftly the maids, like arrows from a bow. 
Hide in the bushes, seeking there relief, 
Leaving, a dusk and silent sea of grief. 



IS 

The stranger steered his skiff between the reeds 
And lightly sprang upon the snow-white sand, 
The spear-shaped iris and the water-weeds 
Bent 'neath his agile feet upon the strand. 
Rich rowan-berries hung on either hand 
From feathery mountain-ash and hazel-bush; 
Keenly he sought out some one of the band 
So lately joyous, but an ominous hush 
Lay dormant, broken only by a thrush. 
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Deirdre, the shepherd maiden, vested now 
In sylvan garments kilted to the knee, 
Advancing to him with an open brow, 
Besought his wishes and his courtesy. 
"Who art thou, Warrior, — on what embassy 
Landest thou on a strand to foe unkind? 
Hangs some hard quest upon thy chivalry, 
Or doth a sacred vow thy powers bind, — 
In me a kindly listener thou wilt find." 



17 

Amazed at radiant beauty of her face. 

The warrior bowed his spear and fell on knee: 

" O Goddess of this strange and lovely place, 

Forgive intrusion and a stranger's plea : 

My guardians^ magnifiW thee to me 

While yet a child, but thou more fair than all. 

Goddess of Love, thy shrine shall ever be 

With maids and flowers adorned in painted hall,— 

Ah, Aine, leave me not beyond recall." 
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"No goddess I," she answered with a smile, 
"But a poor orphan threatened by dire Fate; 
For at my birth a Druid dark of guile 
Foretold great harm to Erin and the State 
From my rare beauty, so I lightly rate 
What most hold dear." At this the youth uprose, 
And gazing with much homage answered late 
Her earliest question, where and who were those 
His countrymen and kinsfolk, and his foes. 



19 

" Shrouded my name. From farther Northern isle. 
With laws and customs foreign to thy kin, 
I come to prove my strength, devoid of guile : 
Fame and my proper station I would win. 
Girded with sword and shield and javelin. 
A favouring tide brought me to this fair bay, — 
Tell me how best my labours to begin. 
What are the Fian troops of whom they say, 
'Twere better to retire than say them *Nay'?" 
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" Irksome it is for strangers to compete t/ • 
For native honours in a fighting clan : 
Fianna warriors ne'er have known defeat, — ^ 

They seek to rear on earth the perfect man ; 
Maidens and youths unite in one firm plan 
To raise a race finer than aught on earth, 
And what our ancestry in faith began, 
Our judges, poets, Druids from our birth, 
Strive to complete beyond the earliest hearth. 



21 



** None may accept a guerdon for their post, 
None may refuse their substance, gold, or meat 
To any suppliant who may them accost; 
To kill nine foemen is required feat 
No death may be avenged by deed or threat, 
Nor no reprisals reft from out their kin; 
Such are the first conditions of the host, — 
Consider, stranger, and weigh well the cost 
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"From hundred untamed horses he must choose 
The swiftest, and subdue its innate pride, 
Leaping upon it bareback, using ruse. 
And without spur or bridle lightly ride. 
Yea, standing and hands held aloft, beside. 
Thus one with the proud spurner of the earth 
Streams he must leap, and hurdles high and wide ; 
No human being, unless tried from birth. 
Can do these marvels without rein or girth. 



23 

"Each warrior must be skilled in poesy. 
To sing heroes and deeds of antique lore; 
And so swift runner that he may outvie. 
Through tangled glades, each keen competitor. 
All grasp he must evade, and conqueror 
Pass without breaking twig or ruffling hair. 
T' attain, O stranger, all this varied lore 
Demands stern training and deep-studied care, — 
In desperation hearken and beware! 
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"Accomplished leaper, he must vault a pole 
Held to his brow, sheer from his standing place, 
And supplely bending 'neath the self-same goal 
Held to his knee, must pass with subtle grace. 
Running he must — no slackening of his pace — 
Extract a thorn from out his wounded foot. 
An athlete and a poet, without trace 
Of cowardice or sloth. O noble fruit, 
Borne by a flourishing branch from worthy root. 



25 

" In fairest women, and of finest frame, 
Endowed with bounteousness this host rejoice. 
Yet must they never wed for gold or name, — 
The glory of the nation is their choice. 
Never injurious word must stain their voice, 
Nor never must they scorn forlorn distress; 
In virgin forests, far from toilsome noise. 
They know no crime nor riotous excess. 
By art restrained in all unboundedness." 
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"'-^kj "Under the guidance of the Fian chief 

"J'^-^^^ittc It were my glory to deserve reward; 

'J {-^ -'ho Tell me, I pray thee for my great relief, 

The name of him the Fians call their lord, 
That he may guide and consecrate my sword?" 
"Fionn we call him, who has sworn to serve 
Cormac our king, by duty and by word; 
May mystic powers long his health preserve, 
That all our loyalty doth well deserve." 



27 

"And how may I encounter Fionn, say! 
I am determined to eschew repose 
Until my strength with his I may assay; 
The more I hear, the more my courage grows. 
Canst thou direct me, Maid, to one who knows 
The camp of Fionn, be it far or near?" 
" We journey thither, Sir ; — your pathway goes 
With us, if still ye feel no questioning fear : 
Three weeks at Tara all our chiefs hold cheer." 
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"Thee by what title may I swift invoke?" 
" Deirdre, the foster-child of L^varcam, 
Of gaunt and parchment visage in dun cloak, 
Keen satirist and skilled in epigram, 
To her the flower of all the earth I am. 
Yet mark, O stranger, how the rising moon 
In gold-rose glory floats where late we swam, 
And how our playmates turn towards the dun ; 
Secure your skiff and follow us eft soon," 



29 

The maidens, folding mantles o'er their breast, 
In comely groups assemble, grave and staid, 
In marshaird ranks prepared to seek their rest, 
Harmonious bathed in floods of evening shade. 
The evening sky still topaz 'gan to fade. 
The youth, led on by hope, with smiling brow 
Drew up his boat in leafy ambuscade; 
Despondency forsook his spirits now. 
Forwarded on his way to pay his vow. 
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With wingW feet he flew upon the road, 
Leashing his two swift deerhounds with a thong, 
Nor do faint fears a tragic end forebode. 
Deirdre he joins amongst the laughing throng, 
Low on the wind arose a marching song 
Caught up and joined in by the triumphant band ; 
The festival of Tara tarried long, 
Light pressed their footsteps on the yielding sand. 
While waters crystal clear mirror'd the strand. 



31 

"Tell me, I pray thee, Fionn's boyhood?" said 
The stranger, as the music died away ; 
And as he spake with reverence bared his head, 
While the soft moon upheld the eve of day. 
"None can in full all Fionn's exploits say," 
Replied the Maid ; " his sire the ancient chief 
Of Fian heroes in days hoar and grey ; • 
When Roman legions threatened Alba's fief, 
'Twas Cumhal went to fight for its relief. 



24 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



32 

" During his absence, Conn, then Erin's king, 

Appointed GoH M'Moma in his stead ; / re ' < A, 

Cumhal, incensed, returned, so poets sing; 

Before his vengeance mighty warriors fled, 

So that e'en before Tara victims bled. 

And he had conquered, so irate he fought, 

Were he not by some Druid power led 

To wide and dusky dun where sunset wrought 

Gold wings o'er lovers' vows unsought, untaught 



33 

"Muireann he met there, ivory-pale her cheek, 
The child of Tadg, a Druid skilled and weird, 
Bowered in ebon mist of tresses meek. 
Her beauty mighty and to be revered. 
Cumhal beheld, and at her aspect feared : 
Her large blue eyes, like moonlight on the sea, 
So large and mild and heavenly bright appeared 
That bygone years fled swift as wizardry. 
Passionate and frail he knew himself to be. 
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"What spells he worked upon her none can say, 
Nor how surrounding care he could evade; 
Herself a Druid's child, she said not * Nay,* 
And all tumultuous fears he swift allayed. 
Then when he knew her his he humbly prayed, 
'Flee with my faithful runner to an isle 
Remote from Erin, soon thou shalt have aid : 
Yet should I fall in battle, dread Ho wile, — 
Boghmin is faithful, strong, and knows no guile.' 



35 

"So ere the dawn Muireann was by the sea 
With Boghmin, bronze-limbed runner, shoulders 

bare, 
Where on the strand a high-prowed skiff lay free. 
ThjBnce they set sail for Arran lonely-fair, 
(O blue twinned peak of beauty hovering rare !) 
Rich woods and heaths and pastures there are 

found. 

There laughing seas bespray the otter's lair. 

There antlered deer speed o'er the heathy ground, 

And golden iris and wild fruit abound. 
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" Her grey-haired sire, when be perceived deceit, 
And that his child was gone, bitterly laughed; 
Thick fogs he raised Cumhars advance to meet, 
And cursed the stranger with a master's craft. 
Three days Cumhal in vain sought fore and aft. 
Hoping some access to great Xpave, the queen ly 
Of Skhe horsemen ; wearied, well-nigh daft, 
At length he called on Aine's dazzling sheen, 
Who lent him golden shield and javelin keen. 



37 

" Resentful of his weakness, many men 
Forsook his standard as the battle broke; 
Upon gorse-golden plains of Cnucha then 
Cumhal foresaw his fate. Beneath an oak, 
Wounded with many a keen and bitter stroke. 
He knew his rival Gaul usurp command ; 
Muireann left helpless, vain regrets awoke: 
*Some day maybe my race may rule the land 
While I unwitting sleep beneath the strand.' 
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"So Cumhars clan, left leaderless, was missing; 
Some white-wingfd vessel brought the heavy news 
To Muireann, watcher of the sea-waves hissing ; 
Boghmin in quaint devotion tried each ruse, 
Guiling her mistress, who nought did refuse, 
Yet heavy-eyed and pale grew thin and wan, — 
So snow-wreaths melt in Spring when earth renews 
Green garlands and hope lights the dazzling sun, 
But not to those whose work on earth is done. 



39 

"The infant born, she drew her latest breath, 
And Boghmin had him suckled by a fawn, 
Sweet playmate, kindly nurse on purple heath: 
The boy-babe laughed and played from earliest 

dawn. 
In straight-limbed childhood running on the lawn, 
Or waging mimic warfare with the deer. 
And often, ere the breaking of the morn, 
Muireann's spirit sang in concord clear, 
Swaying him in her arms with gentle cheer. 
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" ' O sleep, my child, a sleep of happy slumber ; 
O sleep, my soft and sweet white honey flower, 
A kingly race will own, countless in number, 
Thy benison of sweet and gracious power. 
The honey-suckle wreathing all thy bower. 
And white moor-rushes are not half so sweet 
As thou, and were it not for mystic dower 
Thee would I bear away with footsteps fleet. 
Kissing thy tender rosy baby feet' 



41 

" Thus when the misty moon was bathed in azure 
Muireann lulled her child with cradle song, 
Till, smiling in his sleep with mystic pleasure, 
Fionn lay sense-unwitting all night long, — 
So grew to boyhood free from harm or wrong ; 
Then Boghmin told him of his fateful birth, 
And of his father's clan a desolate throng. 
Till Fionn vowed no mortal power on earth 
Should keep him from his men that suffered dearth. 
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**But mark," said Deirdre, "where a western 

planet 
Glows dim like dewdrop on a dancing spray, 
Involved in thousands scarcely may we scan it, 
Sky-strewn the starry hours still must sway 
And vanish, leaving dream-dawn cold and grey." 
Their feet they stayed and marked the vision true. 
"Warriors shall marshal all their vast array," 
The stranger said, — ^**like stars the host ensue; 
To oflFer each high honour is my due. 



43 

u^^^Tv^,\ "Say, too, how Fionn joined his ancient clan," 
Still questioned in all wonderment the youth. 
" Toscar, a chief of Arran, gallant man. 
Drew from the stripling all the bitter truth: 
Embarked with him, far, far they sailed forsooth, 
Till, touching on a desolate shore and drear, 
Where ghostly cliffs reared eyeless in their ruth. 
They chanced upon some ashes white and sere. 
No other sign of habitation near. 
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*' The hollow booming of th* insatiable sea 
Echoed from gloomy caverns ivy-hung, 
And wreathed with briars most mysteriously; 
Here grievously with bitter hunger wrung 
Gaunt famine-blighted men their weapons flung, 
Rude forms of antlered deer, horses, and men 
They scratched upon the walls, and battles sung : 
These were the scanty remnant of the glen, 
M'Cumhars warriors, only spectres then. 
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" Crouching around .the glare of sea-drift flame. 
In tattered skins festooned, the ancients glared; 
Hungry and onyx-eyed they told their fame, 
And ravenously some sapless morsel shared, — 
Their chests were ash-begrimed, bony, and bared. 
To them death-leaguered Fionn told his plight: 
How he and Toscar all the ocean dared. 
Seeking the clanna Basna thro' the night; 
They tearless lifted on him noble sight. 
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"* Right welcome/ quoth grey Crimall, 'Sirs, ye 

be ; — 
Pile up the fire, and boarskin mantles doff.' 
* With leave,* said Toscar, * hosts too would we be.' 
Thus saying from the cavern shouldered off, 
Strode out and, ere the band had time to scoff. 
Returned bearing fat deer on stalwart back, 
Lolling its tongue, with antlers branched and rough. 
*With this,' they cried, *our feast will nothing lack; 
Long ere we tasted aught but ocean-wrack!' 
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" Then Fionn told the story of his birth. 
Showing rude leather sack of jewels dim 
Cumhal bequeathed to Boghmin while on earth, — 
Pledges of fealty Basna's men owed him. 
*Thee will we follow to earth's farthest rim,' 
They cried,— -and day by day the tribe was trained 
To mighty feats, great ships were built and trim, 
Weapons were forged and men to arms arraigned. 
Till Fionn fashioned all the poets feigned. 
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"Great things to try their prowess they design. ^ "^^ttiK tj ^ 
Making for stormy Orkneys, Fionn's skiffs .^'^ * t^- 

Ruffling and breasting coasted o'er the brine, V«.n 'Ir^^ ^ 
Sheltering at length in Norway's winding cliffs. «^ ^ .^>J 
Dark Starno welcomed all the Scottish chiefs, >{t S * 5 4 

Robed them in richest garments, deft restored 
Sails, shrouds, and rudders rent in ocean's tiffs. 
Then rarest mead from golden goblets poured: 
'Remain with us, rude is thy life abroad/ 
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"By day they hunted tough and bristling boars, 

Or chased the red deer in the virgin wood ; 

Music and games employed the time indoors, — 

In all devices Fionn proved him good. 

White as a snowdrop bound by emerald snood. 

Fair Agandecca marvell'd at his skill. 

And sometimes raised and sometimes doff'd her 

hood. 
Unwitting what it was that caused the thrill. 
Flushing at whisper, wild rose by the rill. 
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"At night weeping fair Agandecca came 
And stood by Fionn sleeping: 'Woe the day 
And woe the dreadful night, — mine be the blame ; 
I counsel: Arm and trust not Starno grey 
In labyrinthine woods of woven fray, 
An ambuscade is coigned to rend thy life. 
Beware the dead-dark forest still, I pray; 
With fears my virgin bosom ever rife 
Foresees her speech unsheathe a mortal kiiife.* 



SI 

"She spake and vanished into lurid gloom. 
The moon blood-curdled lit with angry eye 
The veiled heavens; Fionn, warned of doom, 
Donned hidden coat-of-mail and secretly 
Swift armed his warriors, 'gainst all treachery. 
They gleeful ranged the forests. Said the King, 
*No soul shall dare me with impunity: 
My daughter hath betrayed me, let them bring 
The traitress hither to the judgment ring.' 
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"She came, that lovely flower of morning sun, 
And drooping stood before the Druid host ; 
Starno, as black as thunderstorm foredone, 
Th' avenging spear gripped sternly at his post. 
'Thou viper of a false, reft-tonguM boast 
Hast sold thy country and thy father too: — 
As thou hast dared the deed, so pay the cost* 
With that he rose, and swift the spearhead flew, 
And Agandecca sank amidst the dew. 



S3 

"Fionn with wingM feet came flying there, 
And all aghast and shuddering saw her die, — 
'What world is this that mutders one so fair, 
Or who unvenged would prize security? 
How could I have believed so fearlessly 
A child could die to save another's blood? 
Henceforth both good and evil will I try, 
And crown the worthy, with consuming flood 
Of wrath destroy the ill. So be my mood. 
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" * Take ship and leave this thrice-accursM glen, — 
Some day my vengeance shall overwhelm the King/ 
He- raised the corpse, and bore it midst his men 
Down to the ships, while tears and dirges ring. 
They cut the shining tide with ardent wing, 
Touched at the Orkneys, Starno's kingdom now. 
There rears her tomb for ever, and bards sing 
Her loyal love and Fionn's troubled brow, — 
And there Comala, love-sick, broke her vow. 
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Up'w«u.^>v-^ "For seeing how the hero mourned the dead, 
>: v^ v-e^ She loved him. So when war news came to claim 
>//^. • Fionn to breast the Roman eagles red, 

: , :: c Youth's dress she donned and left, her father's name 
[' j^ ^j.- .:. Unknown, and on broad Clyde followed his fame, — 
. ; ^ ^ To tend his dogs left lonely on the heath ; 

She prayed her gods to wing his deadly aim. 
Night came, yet still her pale lips held their breath, 
And tears fell slowly her chaste lids beneath. 
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"As the sun rubied violet-purple verge, 
Hidallan reached her ; treacherous heart and dire, 
Oft would he, bold and timorous, courtship urge 
While both yet young attended on her sire, 
*In vain ye watch for Fionn. Raise the pyre, 
The hero lies for ever pale and stark, — 
Too little reck'd he of fierce Roman ire ; 
Lifeless they bear him through the gathering dark. 
To lay him in the weird sepulchral ark/ 
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" At this Comala gave two piercing cries. 
Swooning fell on the heather like the day, 
O'erdone and dying, closed her speedwell eyes ; 
Contending passions tore the fragile clay, 
Hidallan and her maidens oft assay 
To chafe life once again in nerveless form: 
The pilgrim had o'erstepped the boundary-way 
Which gently guides us through the stress and 

storm 
Over precipitous chasms and ways deform. 
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"Triumphant o'er the Roman cohorts dense 
Through sensuous darkness Fionn guessed his road, 
To meet Comala in his love intense, — 
The heavy umbrage of the woods a goad 
To moorland blasts — slowly the river flowed. 
* O ivory beauty, lying on the heath, 
What terrors do my weary spirit bode? 
Can such a living wonder taste of death ? — 
'Sleep it may be, but never frozen breath/ 
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"When they had forced on his unwilling ear 
The slanderous tale that had bereft her life, 
Fionn twice wounded laid her on the bier. 
* Now nevermore my heart will seek a wife, 
But trebly dangerous in the keenest strife 
Seek glory and forgetfulness. Sleep well. 
Dear child ; for thee the bards shall raise a song 
To waft thy spirit o'er the verdant dale : 
Spring saw thee blossom, and with Spring along. 
Sweetest companion, thou hast left the throng.' 
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" Glory no joy to Fionn in his grief, 

Both won and yet to win; a sharp recoil 

And hatred of his kind brought some relief. 

He carved strange oghams ; bending o'er his toil 

None dared molest his thoughts, but such a foil 

Was wanting to his solitary mind, 

That, fleeing from the camp and all its coil, 

He sailed to Erin, hoping there to find Ctvc-a i'^l^"-^^-*^- 



A bardic sage to shape his fancies blind. 



6i 






" Druid he found, a Brehon too of power. 
Who dwelt by Boyne in rude and antique cell. 
Dint and ascetic all his features glower, 
Tall, bent, and mystic, passing thro' the dell. 
*Deimne I am,' quoth Fionn, 'prithee tell 
If learned teacher here a youth may seek?' 
* No studious figure thine, I see right well ; 
But all are welcome who come chaste and meek, 
And sorrow is enthroned in hollow cheek.' 
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" So Fionn learnt the wonders of the past, 
The names of mystic powers and god of eld, 
How to consult the stars and subtle cast 
Nativities, and how the heavens held, 
And how great springs and rivers first upwell'd. 
Oft on a harp his fluent fingers strayed, 
And so sweet music from the stranger swelled 
That the quaint Druid oft his learning stayed 
To marvel how his pupil deftly played. 
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"One morning found the mystic on his couch 
Suffused with tears, his lean and meagre hands 
Lifeless extended gaunt, his empty pouch 
Hung dangling, and his head enswathed with 
bands. 

* What grief possesseth thee of many lands ? ' 
Asked Fionn, bending low like reed in stream. 

* I am forsaken on most desolate strands ; 
A vision or real presence, so I deem. 

Has come and gone, nor may my soul redeem.' 
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"* Speak less in riddles.' — 'Shortly then, a form 
Angelical passed chanting by my door 
Entranced, — there followed such a fearful storm 
That I lay senseless on the earthen floor. 
This morn her lifeless corse an ancient bore 
Past my retreat and sang, " Thy hope is dead " ; 
I knew the damsel would return no more. 
Forsake an old man whose weak palsied head 
May only rest upon a stony bed.' 
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"Seeing no words could comfort his distress, 
Fionn capouched and mantled sought the hill 
Whereon glow Tara's walls; his pilgrim dress 
Allowed him entrance to the palace, still 
Where all men feasted, drinking too their fill 
There he stood rote in hand with music sweet, 
Till all were silent, cured of ache and ill. 
*Who is it hath such skill in music meet?' 
Said Cormac; — * nobly will we him entreat' 



41 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 



66 



** Eight vats of ale stood for the feasters there ; 
From the great red yew vessels arrow-swift 
Cup-bearers drew the spigots, in the air 
Foaming rich floods of nut-brown silver drift 
Fell o'er their hands and thro* their fingers sift. 
Gold flagons bore the ichor, and the meat 
On golden trenchers henchmen groaning lift. 
'More music,* said the King. A timpan sweet 
Played Deimne, and the soft strains oft repeat/ 
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"A hushed and breathless silence fell around. 
The King unclasped his golden chain : * Take this ; 
At the exceeding beauty of the sound 
Me hast thou spirited to realms of bliss, — 
Unhood thee and receive a royal kiss/ 
Fionn most lowly bowed him, and his brow 
Cormac reverently lip-ensealed with this: 

* The jewels pressed into thy hands enow,' 

* Not so, to part with what I gain my vow ! ' • 
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" Sudden the King's face darkened in his wrath : 

* Say, art thou subtle Allien of great art, 
Who from the dark demesnes of faery rath 
Strives yearly to subdue each alien heart, 
Weird music playing no man's will may thwart 
Till, all men slumbering, swift he fires the hall?* 
Said Fionn, * In such deeds I play no part.' 

* Fair youth, if thou canst slay him thou shalt call 
My sister thine, and own her as a thrall/ 
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"Enriched by Fionn, all the revellers loud 
Departed, and the soft wind breathed around, 
While he, musing on the departed crowd 
And his own varied fortunes, heard no sound. 
At length, rising before him from the ground 
Veiled in a mist, appeared a harper wise. 
Dim phosphorescent light about him wound, 
A dark mysterious face with deep clear eyes 
Of black-blue sapphire, full of wild surprise. 
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"This figure poised, stood on the cedar floor, 
And played a strain of sweetest melancholy ; 
Full often Fionn heard the air before, — 
The lullaby Muireann had rocked him by 
When she returned moonlit with melody. 
Then Fionn took his harp and sang the spheres, 
Slow moving in their great solemnity, — 
How the blue vault of heaven was strewn with 

tears, 
And of men's sorrows of mortal fears. 
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"Aillen amazed, hearkened, then tried a strain 
Of merriment, the mischief of the fays. 
When mead-bewitched a piper sought their train. 
Then Fionn, filled with keen desire of praise, 
A laughing chorus sang of hunting days, 
How topers from their cups went on to blows. 
From Aillen*s eyelids blazed forth fiery rays: 
' Master of sacred music and jocose. 
Now listen to an air no mortal knows.' 
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" With tliat a liquid breath of blue-red flame 
He breathed, and like a plumM summer seed 
Wafted by south wind onward swift it came, 
But Fionn breasted it at time of need, 
Wrapping his mantle round him with great heed. 
Then Aillen puffed a fiery dart on high; 
Haply this ruse he trusted to succeed, 
But with a round stone aiming at the sky 
Fionn in joy overcame his sorcery. 
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" The stone hurled thatch and flame upon the green; 
The harper, foiled, fled hastily away; 
Fionn, though scarce was Aillen to be seen, 
Followed, determined such proud fay to slay. 
But hardly might he this great feat assay 
Ere in his haste the dark enchanter slipped. 
Then Fionn made at him with fierce assay 
As on the threshold his swift footsteps tripped, 
And slew him straight most powerfully equipped. 
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** Short time remains to tell great Fionn's rise: 
Cormac restored to him the chief command, 
And ever since, dignified in men's eyes, 
His warriors have protected all the land. 
And Cormac also granted him the hand 
Of his young sister, proud Roscrana pale, 
Whence Ossian came, the chief of them that sing. 
But ye are weary of the incessant tale, 
And here we must depart with little fail." 
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:/^o\<. X As they drew near to wildly blazing fires 
'^' ftX^ ^^ Round which the warriors rested bronze and stark, 
', i.i)i Conloch once more felt all the great desires 

,s V. ' 5 - That drew him from his island home in bark. 
. , ^ . r V 5o '^^'^ noise of merry voices in the dark" 

Came breaking silence with a joyous hest. 
Recumbent forms on heather or on bark 
Whiled idle hours with story and with jest, 
And who could sing sang out his very best. 
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" Tell me, my warriors," spake sweet Fionn's voice, 
"What music count ye sweetest?" Conan then, 
The bitter bald-head, made the earliest choice: 
"Rattle of dice and clang of gaming men!" 
Derisive laughter echoed up the glen ; 
Mighty his strength and cross-grained all his mind, 
Fit hero, he could master twenty men. 
But Fionn knew alone the subtle bind 
That could unlock his powers o'er his kind. 
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Wild and majestic was the Fian chief, 
With flowing tresses white and iron-grey. 
His power mighty and beyond belief, 
All owned his influence and his warrior sway; 
His eyes had far-off" gaze of autumn leaf. 
Wide, deep, and strong the lines of head and limb 
Leaping to action with tremendous play; 
Dreamy in soft repose, gentle and gjrim. 
The Master and the Monarch without whim. 
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"The keen scythe sound of unsheathed sword 

my joy," 
Said Oscar, glittering-eyed and fierce and wise; 
Much was he loved, the gallant hero-boy. 
J^^M^^vv. "My music," said Diarmid of brown eyes, 

"A woman's voice whispering and in sighs." 
" What is their chatter to the bay of hounds 
As thro' the thicket some fair red-deer hies, — 
List to their harmony o'er forest grounds," 
Said Lugach, scarred with many deadly wounds. 
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Quoth Fionn : " Well said ! Music 'tis to me 
To hark the whistling of the sibilant wind, 
While stalwart heroes round my standard be. 
When my seven hosts to all but me are blind. 
When danger is before and death behind ; 
And sweet to me of golden cups the ring 
In Almhain, when the bearers swift and kind 
Serve my brave heroes and the poets sing; 
— But Ossian, thou art silent, spirit-king." 
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"The screaming seagull and the heron harsh," 
Said Ossian, " sweet to me, the murmuring crane, 
Heard in the silence of the reedy marsh. 
Sweet the wave-voices chime in soft refrain, 
Or stormy harmony of stress and strain ; 
Sweet is the cuckoo in the month of May, 
The blackbird's whistle doth my heart enchain. 
The neigh of horses eager for the fray, 
The laugh of children frolicsome and gay. 
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" Sweet the petition of a hungry guest 
When ven'son and good mead the tables grace. 
And now, my best loved music all confessed. 
See yonder. Sire, an unknown noble face, — 
A stranger who with lonely saddened pace 
Beholds our company. The maidens press 
On to their camp, and he, as in disgrace, 
With bowed head and a toil-worn travelling dress, 
Seems as tho' bashful and in great distress." 
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At this the Fians sprang up from the turf, 
Defiant some, some curious, some alert, 
Covering the heather slope like summer surf 
Of waves around green seaweed rock-begirt 
" This stranger we poor maids could scarce desert," 
Said Deirdre to the first, — "he seeks our clan." 
To this grey Conan gave an answer curt. 
But Oscar speeding forward lightly ran, 
And gave him welcome as a man to man. 
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"Lugach, do thou conduct him to a tent, — 
To-morrow's sun will see us on the field, 
Then we will try his strength and native bent, 
Compeird to tell his name if he should yield." 
The maidens all their booty lightly wield, 
And seek the southern slope where lately dight 
The women's bower stood glistening as a shield ; 
Two green-hued doorposts framed a golden light 
From hundred tapers soft, and clear and bright. 
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Grainne, enthroned in marvellous carven chair, 
And bevy of fair maidens clustering round, 
Were marvel for an artist debonnair. 
Their ivory forms on a transparent ground, 
With roselit cheeks and varied tresses around, 
Hued with the peacock's summer-starry van, 
While draperies of the foxglove's hue were bound 
O'er copper rods with waving mystic fan. 
Fluttering beneath a moon cerulean. 
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Welcome the toil-stained comrades weary all. 
Merry the laughter and the joyous chat ; 
Some laved their feet, some bear the weapons tall. 
Some bring refreshing mead from scarlet vat. 
Others with trays of gold and broider'd mat 
Bear red and yellow fruit and cakes of spice. 
With cruit and harp the singing maidens sat, 
And as the swift-wheeled hours sped in a trice 
The dawn came white and red and cold as ice. 
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Cuthullin, mighty-shouldered, reverie-crowned, 
Was first to rise intent on joyous deeds. 
Exulting and on glorious errand bound; 
White dawn observed him seek the watered meads, 
Where roamed in ample pasture his famed steeds. 
Some singly feeding, some in crescent horde; 
But one he wanted of the noble kind 
That circled freely. Round his arm a cord, 
The slender rein of well-wrought hemp, he twined 
With padded bit. The grey foal guessed his 
mind. 

87 

With outstretched nostrils, bent ears, subtly dumb, 
And sparse or flowing mane athwart the head. 
The chargers, mares, and colts, and fillies come. 
So that the echoing meadows felt dull tread 
Of swift advancing horses, yet one fled. 
Long doth he tempt in vain the three-year-old 
That never yet hath man or woman led. 
So wild her pace, device and ruse untold, 
That he who would annex her must be bold. 
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This day some occult sympathy had play, 
And to his side she came with wide-eyed glance 
Containing so much magic in its sway; 
His eyes evaded all her glance askance: 
"Through good or evil, peril or mischance, 
Tis thou canst aid me by thy mighty power; 
Thy wildness, Beauty, doth thy charm enhance." 
The Grey, with sudden impulse of the hour, 
Relented and stood motionless as flower. 
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"O Grey of Macha, by thy inborn strength 
I feel my limit, stand by me in stead ; 
Thou shalt be famous now thy heart at length 
Obeys my hand." Swiftly her breathing head 
She laid upon his shoulder, forelock spread; 
Nor did she farther with resistance vain 
Dispute the bit or halter, once her dread, 
But, shivering slightly at the touch of rein. 
Stood captive yet still free by high disdain. 
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At last she followed unconstrained his beck, 
Close on his footsteps bent the river-marge, 
She eyed it, shaking oft her ribbony neck. 
There both with voice and touch urging his charge 
He plunged where rolled the icy waters large, 
Midst snowy - crested waves that swirled and 

crossed 
They swam out to an islet lone unforced : 
"Better than any warrior am I horsed!" 
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The day was fresh, the heavens blue and white, 
Dazzling the festal walls of Tara high. 
When on the racecourse many sought delight 
Where horse and feats of skill the Fians try. 
"Hast thou no horse?" sneers Cairbre scornfully, 
Plucking Cuthullin's sleeve with scornful heat ; — 
Cuthullin started, fire flashed from his eye, 
Yet haughty, his no heart men to entreat; 
Full silent was he since his late defeat. 



54 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



92 

" ril run against thy colt a foal of mine, 
The Grey of Macha 1 " — " Done this very day : 
The turf is springy and the weather fine ! " 
Cuthullin brought his steed, who followed gay, 
Frisking and gambolling all the meadow way. 
A crowd of tribesmen gathered eager-eyed. 
Betting and whispering on the approaching fray ; 
Shading their brows the colt they soon espied. 
An upright chestnut, dark-browed Cairbre*s pride. 
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"Who is this stranger proudly gazing on, — 
Doth any know his name or whence he came?'* 
All eyes were turned on Conloch, as the sun 
He blushed irradiate. No one knew his name. 
"I come to try my strength and gain my fame 
A stranger I would prove my single might; 
Then if ye will allow my high-wrought claim, 
I challenge any warrior to the fight. 
Though none I know by name nor yet by sight." 
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Connal, the silent hero, by the Grey 

Stood sullen, then he strode up to the youth: 

"A spy from Norway, dost thou join the fray, 

Under thy valour wouldst thou hide the truth ? " 

At this the multitude forgot their ruth. 

And ** Champions ! Prove him," was the only cry ; 

"While the lads groom the horses, time forsooth 

The stranger's courage speedily to try." 

"Ready I am to meet your best, or die!" 
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And, "Take your words back"; — "No spy here 
I stand," 
* ^ '^'//^ Said Conloch. "Tell thy name then, and the place^ 
^ Thou comest from ! " — " My name and native land 

' . , I will declare when I have won the grace 

. .^^'^ '^ To prove my merit in thy very face!" 
«/ Pugnacious Connal, iron in every limb, 

c/'»,i^ Looked pityingly upon the lad a space, 

Then laid aside the bridle stern and grim. 
And fingered keenly all his weapons trim. 
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Confronting both stood waiting. Connal poised 
His midnight darting spear and cast it swift 
At Conloch. Then immediate rumours noised 
The youth was slain ; it fashioned but a rift 
In his round shield, which stalwart did he lift. 
Unwounded he flew on with furious sound, 
His spear grazed Connal's ear with hissing drift, 
Quivering fell three yards farther in the ground, 
Then Connal lanced his spear of heavy wound. 
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Conloch evaded this with skilful spring, 
Then drew his sword and rushed upon his foe; 
Connal drew his all glittering 'gainst the ling. 
Clashing between the brands blue fires glow, 
So hard and fast the strokes pass to and fro. 
At length the man's sword broke and fell in two ; 
Then Conloch flew on him with mighty throe, — 
Groans and alarm broke from the Fian crew 
As Conloch Connal in the heather threw. 
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When Conloch saw his adversary there 
The hero twisted strands and bound him strait, 
Down from his shoulders streamed his ebon hair, 
Then rose and shook his flowing locks elate. 
"Who shall avenge ConnaFs disastrous fate?" 
The Fians cried, — " CuthuUin, thou alone ! " 
CuthuUin's cheek was dyed with crimson hate 
To see his comrade bound : " I will atone 
His fall, or die the death if overthrown." 
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Cuthullin strove, and mighty in his power : 
"Insane boy, yield," he cried; "lest people jeer, 
Reveal thy name even at the latest hour, — 
Learn there is no one here calls him my peer." 
"I fear thee not!" replied the youth austere. 
With that ten paces back they fell and strove. 
Each with his eye to measure all his sphere, 
Then, grappling with their great arms interwove. 
The ground shook as though mighty thunder 
drove. 
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Conloch lifted his knee and smote the side 
Of great CuthuUin till he swerved and swung, 
Then both foes drew their daggers in their pride : 
At Conloch's breast the crafty warrior flung, 
So that with rage the red blood spurting sprung. 
"One fiercest thrust great Aife taught to me," 
With that a jagged blade he swiftly plied, 
That Conloch sank down fainting on one knee, 
Yet gently that his youth was fain to see. 
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CUTHULLIN set his foot upon his breast: "'^ :«*£• ./^ 

*• Disclose thy name, youth, ere thou darkling die." ^u^.«c L/ 
" Conloch my name, clamorous to be the guest -.^ ^^ ^ "'^ 
Of great Cuthullin, Erin's champion high, '*^ ",, 

And eke my sire, — for Aife's son am I!" ^ '* - - " ' • 
At that Cuthullin gave a fearful groan, > ^ .- , 

And knelt down mourning in great agony: 
" Inscrutable the day that made thee known. 
My son, in depth of sorrow all alone ! " 
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So raised the clammy locks upon his brow, 
Tenderly swaying them aside with hand 
As tender as a woman's. Conloch now 
Sigh'd, and his hand unconscious sought his 

brand. 
"Where am I? — Is not this my native land? — 
Where is my foe? — Methought he was my sire. 
My mother bade me, ere I left our strand. 
Seek him. She called him fearful in his ire, 
Mighty and filled with very subtle fire. 



And then, "Alas!" he said, closing his eyes, — 
" Alas ! no song of me shall cheer the night ! " 
Cuthullin saw his dying agonies. 
And bitterly his madness doth indict. 
"Why was I ever born to see this sight? — 
Cursed be the weapon, cursed be the day 
That Aife ever owned my mastering might, 
Long hath she plotted this atrocious fray," — 
With that his deathly grief held awful sway. 
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"But ere I die," said Conloch, *'take this chain, 
And give it to my father, — I wax numb; 
All efforts to unloose it are in vain!" 
CuthuUin in his grief speechless was dumb : 
At last, "Wherefore, O headstrong youth, didst 

come 
Unknown and ignorant to meet my wrath?" 
— Through the onlookers stirred a pitying hum, 
Making deep silence felt ; then he spake forth : 
" I knew it. Death or life the strife was worth." 



. 5 

The body of his son CuthulHn raised, 
Clasping it in his nervy arms aloft. 
Matted fell all his locks, the crowd amazed 
Trembled aghast, nor jeer'd one voice or scoffed. 
" Thus have I longed to clasp thee — O 1 how oft ! " 
With that he broke into a deep lament, 
And, striding with his burden o'er the croft, 
Found for his passion no restrained vent, 
But all the air with sobs and weeping rent. 
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His eyes burnt red, and heaving rose his breast, 
Terrible lightnings from his eyes were thrown, — 
Wrath against Aife and his fault confessed 
Followed each earthquake-born and riven groan. 
"Just is it for my fault thus to atone, 
This vengeance hath she nourished for an age. 
Far, far away the thrower of the stone : 
But it hath hit the mark, I feel her rage, 
And nothing may my endless grief assuage. 



"Were she but living whom thus I abhor, 
rd raze with fury and without restraint 
Her fortress, and would shed her very gore 
So that the seas and rivers showed the taint." 
With that he raised again soul-stricken plaint : 
" O Conloch ! vanquished, and myself thy death ; 
Tell me thy lifelessness is but a feint. 
Without thee, son, useless I draw my breath, — 
Life-weary am I," proud CuthuUin saith. 
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With that he climbed a steep and rugged path -^^ f !<,' ' 
Which led to a dread valley desolate ,^ ^ , ^ jy 

Twixt rocky hilltops, where by ancient rath <■' 

The weird and hollow echoes verberate. '^•'''' ' *^^^ 

Here he would watch and ponder o'er his fate, t/iJ. '^ • 
Laying the corse in jagged and forked tree. 
Giving free outlet to his boundless hate; 
The multitude held distance reverently, 
Leaving him to his heartfelt melancholy. 



s- -^ 



He stood there all that day from mom to eve, 
When grief tumultuous first gave place to daze. 
Nor ever thought his precious freight to leave, 
Only devoured it with a filmy gaze. 
And from his ardent memory's distant maze 
Vision on vision rose before his mind, 
As though he lived again in far-off days ; 
Cold, keen, and raw arose a mountain wind. 
Nor harsher than remorse and thoughts unkind. 
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He saw as in a misty golden sheen, 
Irradiating love with effluent glance, 
His mother — ^vestured as an uncrowned queen — 
Whispering him all the tale of her romance : 
How as a maiden in the flower-crown'd dance, 
Allured by beauty midst her girlish friends, 
A stranger met her with a burnished lance 
And tempted her away for subtle ends: 
" So tempest torn," said she, " the frail reed 
bends." 



II 

And all her maidens with a mystic gesture 
He turned to silver birds in air serene, — 
Of rose and white brocaded silver vesture 
He the god Lugh of palace subterrene, — 
i^ crtfjiW Nor could her uftele Conar intervene. 

Full twelve months sped before the woodlands rang 
With strange bird-voices, then the flock was seen 
And mighty warriors on their horses sprang 
To rescue Dechtir with both spur and clang. 
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Briccriu and Fergus, Conar and many more, 

Came to a hut, of doors and windows frayed ; 

The warriors knocked and summoned to the door 

A beggar-pair who lent them all they prayed: 

By night Briccriu aw^ke and all amazed O-a^^^ fe^ 

Perceived a splendid palace, by the gate 

A youthful warrior gloriously arrayed: 

" The maids are here were lost by ye of late, 

Fear not, but rear the babe, I may not wait I" 



13 

Then o'er the welkin flushed the earliest day, 

While magic far the palace did convoy; 

New-bom and crying lustily away 

Upon the earthen floor there lay a boy. 

"This noble child should be some mother's-joy;" 

Then Dechtir, Conar's sister, came and wept. 

And said, "He is my son without alloy; 

Prithee, restore me to the state I kept 

By land-lock'd caves where singing waters crept." 
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By giant pillar'd rocks and ghost-white caves 

CuthuUin saw his boyhood skilled in sports, 

In deeds of might and contest with the waves, — 

How to exceed in battle all his thoughts. 

His own desire to learn in princely forts, 

And Dechtir taught him might was right, and 

might 
Above all else, so hero-tale reports. 
So that in storm and sunshine day and night 
His will he strengthened with his arms in fight. 



15 

One day Fergus the warrior with amaze 
Beheld the boy upraise a heavy shield. 
Sturdy beyond the vigour of his days. 
Nor would the boy his stolen trophy yield; 
So Fergus told him of the playing-field 
Where Conar rear'd the chieftain's* sons for war, 
In feats of arms, both spear and sword to wield. 
"I must go to them, though it be afar," 
Thus spake he, feeling in his heart a star. 
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His mother bade him wait a warrior's strength, 
"For unprotected wilt thou suffer shame." 
And then she told him of his birth at length : 
" Unknown, though great, thy faery father's name, — 
Wait until happy chance achieve thy fame." 
But the boy, toying with his ashen spear. 
Spake while the blushes swiftly went and came, 
"I must go to them, and I know no fear, — 
My courage shall instruct them to revere." 



17 

So the boy, erst Setanta fitly named, 
Joyously took his bat and ball in hand. 
And drove it swift before him to the famed 
Emania, stateliest city in the land. 
There on a spacious green he saw a band 
Of boys white-tunic'd, drifting furiously. 
Speeding a football. "Here I will make stand," 
Setanta thought, and instantaneously 
Threw himself in the contest, — stranger he. 
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At this the boys turned from their erewhile goal 
To chase the interloper. "Who art thou, 
Dare interrupt the leaders in control 
Of this great game?" Setanta with a brow 
Of thunder kicked the ball over the bough : 
'*A goal, a goal," was cried. Then as one foe 
They turned upon him for his overthrow; 
Passionate the boy stood to return each blow. 
And still the throng surged wildly to and fro. 



19 

Merciless waged the contest Head thrown back, 
Butting and striking, knees and hands at one. 
The child opposed the furious yelling pack; 
Some he flung helpless earthwards 'neath the sun. 
Crestfallen some slunk homewards to the dun. 
Just then Conar rode by and wondered much 
To see the boys in rage instead of fun ; 
Down leapt he swiftly and with voice and touch 
Bade them be kind to strangers e'er as such. 
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"Boy, who art thou, so puny yet so brave, — 
Methinks I know that visage mad with rage!" 
Setanta trembling, but with accents grave, 
Said, " Dechtir's son. Sir, and of fitting age 
All boyish sports and warfare now to wage." 
" Art thou my sister's son ? Then well and good, 
Though to come here untended is not sage;-r- 
Youths, take this comrade of much hardihood 
Back to your quarters ; he is of my blood." 



21 



So men in silence looked upon the lad, 

And found him grave and comely, worthy art. 

Fergus the warrior, in his strength made glad. 

Taught him all knightly weapons from the start ; 

Briccriu instructed his untutored heart 

In reverence to seniors, and each grade 

Of warrior-honour; Amargin apart 

Taught him fair runes and subtle oghams made, 

So that his lore made other boys afraid. 



n 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 



•5 to ^-^ 


-^v'^itv/-^ 


;.. .V ^.-av^ 


'..^^^ ^Si 



22 



He learnt to wrestle, run, and shoot with bow, 
To swim and practise feats in sailing bark. 
To join with others and to meet a foe, 
To travel thro' a wood in dusk .or dark, 
To wear sandals or barefoot scour the park; 
All woodman-craft and hunting-lore he learnt; 
To fish for salmon from a wicker ark. 
How to cook ven'son nor the flesh be burnt, 
Nor were the lesser working crafts bespurn'd. 



23 

Once Conar, seeing the boy eager to learn 
All warrior-lore, invited him to come 
And watch forge-fires of Ullin's smithy burn, 
And welding of a sword ; the boy was dumb, 
Then pleaded : " Let me first a goal drive home ! *' 
" Twill be too late," said Conar, — *^ I have erred, 
Thinking a manly soul in thee found room: 
To honour thou wilt never be preferred." 
With that, Fergus and he their horses spurred.. 
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UUin, grey-necked and monitory, grim as Death, 
Bade them bestow themselves within, — and " Hark! 
King though ye be, disturb me by no breath; 
The time has come and night is growing dark, 
An opal fire shall spring from yonder spark 
And temper brand no mortal may defy; 
'Twixt lay of nightingale and rise of lark 
A savage ban-dog ever I untie 
Shall tear ten men ere he will let one by." 



25 

As the ton-heavy hammers beat the brand, 
Above their thunderous din was heard a cry 
And baying of the ban-dog in the land. 
"Who dares my privacy so straight defy?" 
Questioned old Ullin, while his tresses fly 
Unkempt and hoary. Lambent fires soar. 
And with huge straining sinews swinging high 
He strikes the incandescent iron more, 
While some great contest wages at the door. 
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" Thrice must this task repeated test my strength, 
Meanwhile throw ope the door and give me air." 
They flung it back, when lying at full length 
Behold the ban-dog strangled lying there, 
And young Setanta flinging back his hair 
Triumphant, breathless, and all gore besmeared, — 
His arms sore spent, and half his body bare. 
Great wounds were his a giant might have feared : 
The wild-eyed UUin tore his deep-cleft beard. 



27 

And by the boy a peasant woman crouched, 
Beneath coarse woollen cloak her trembling frame 
Hardly sustained her bent head and capouched. 
Rising and doffing mantle, "Speak thy name, 
O boy heroic, — great shall be thy fame! — 
He tore the ban-dog from me still," she said, 
"And knelt upon him till assistance came; 
Both knotty hands about his throaty head. 
Unheeding all torn flesh or wounds that bled." 
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"Alack !" groaned UUin, "is my guardian dead, 
That kept me from the rude tumultuous world ? — 
No soul on earth I love, now he is fled" 
Setanta's lip in pride and pity curled, 
Conscious of powers akin his thoughts fast whirled. 
— UUin the Smith then was a striver too, — 
With shame suffused, his little cloak he twirled, 
And, "UUin, grieve not; — hark what I wiU do: 
Myself thy dog, a guardian strong and true." 



29 

Asked Conar proudly, "How camest hither, child?" 
" FoUowing upon thy horses like the wind. 
The goal won, all my task done, I was wild 
To see UUin, not to be left behind. 
And so I tracked my way, until unkind 
I heard the baying of a hound, and saw 
This peasant woman battling almost blind 
With a huge ban-dog at the smithy door; 
The rest thou knowest, Sire, — it lies before. 
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"And I will rear a pup to take my place 
In lieu of monster there outstretched on earth. 
Say, Sire," — looking up keenly in his face, — 
" O Conar, does not this befit my birth ? " 
Conar, but half-contented and in mirth, 
Said, " Wilt thou leave my hall and comrades then. 
And gnaw dry bones and crusts in other dearth ; — 
Wilt thou not grow a prince 'mongst other men ? " 
— "Suffer me in^he smithy to remain!" — 



31 

"Setanta is thy name no longer," cried 
The peasant woman, lifting up her hand; 
" Overcoming by thy honour all false pride. 
Still thy renown shall spread from land to land. 
Champion of the oppressed in every strand. 
Cuthullin, dog of Ullin, prince of those 
Who lift an unstained though a bloody hand, 
Terrible shalt thou be to all thy foes, 
Wieying the war-craft none beside thee knows." 
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And so Cuthullin, biding by the forge, 
Learnt weighty secrets, and his boy's heart grew 
Strong as a hero's. In the narrow gorge 
No worldly gewgaws warped his soul askew; 
And so the rapid summers came and flew, 
And all men gazing on him in amaze 
Said, "Fairest maiden is his proper due; 
Many in deeds of warfare spent their days, 
But only he is worthy all men's praise." 



33 
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Yet no girl pleased Cuthullin, half in scorn 

He looked upon their wiles; and all his thought Z/VKi^^v 

On steeds and armour turned, — how they were ^ ^ _/ 

borne. 
How tamed, and nothing tender in him wrought : 
Yet that came to him which he had not sought. 
For at a feast of games amongst the fair 
He caught sight of a face by wisdom taught 
And full of youth, with lovely golden hair 
And hazel eyes that no one dared to dare. 
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Next day Cathbad the Druid with high mien, 
Of solemn import, taught tremendous lore, 
Of prophecies and horoscopes, and e'en 
The future of the pupils him before : 
What days propitious for their life of war, 
When they should take up arms and make their 

vow; 
Cuthullin with an open mouth turn'd o'er 
His life : " What fate mine, Master, here and now 
Taking myknighthood? — When my end, and how?" 



35 

"Greater than any other will he be 

Who prays the King for arms this very day: 

But fleeting short his life ; maturity 

Shall hardly claim him sad, and early grey, 

Ere overcome with ills, alone, no sway. 

His tragic end." — ^**Mine be that glorious aim! 

So forth to Conar sped the youth away, — 

"Deny me not, O King, my arms I claim. 

Dedicate from this day to thee and fame!" 
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Then Conar bade men bring him massy spears, 
With sword and shield and all the youth assays ; 
Breaking them easily with smiles and tears, 
The warriors looked on with a deep amaze. 
Then the King handed him with blinded gaze 
His royal weapons. "These will serve my turn 
With these to Erin shall be world-wide praise; 
With these thy enemies, O King, I spurn. 
And to be glorious all my spirits burn." 



37 

When the King called his chariot with a pair 
Of far-famed horses, lightning swift they came, 
That all the concourse drew together. Then 
CuthuUin leapt within like a white flame, 
"Never to me be dire defeat or shame"; — 
So the youth was admitted with grave rite 
To Red Branch knighthood and a warrior's fame, 
And his first thought was how to gain a sight 
Of Emer, that fair maid-in-honour dight. 
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Enthroned by charioteer, down the green vale 
Cuthullin flew to woo Emer, the maid. 
Oak-hidden, passionate sang the nightingale 
Where in the cowslip meads the virgins play'd, 
In white and silken robes richly array'd; 
Amongst them all Emer was Beauty's queen. 
"Hark! Is not that the sound of cavalcade? — 
A torrent rushing through the tender sheen?" 
"Nay, 'tis a car driven by gods, I ween." 



39 

Startled like herd of dappled does and fawn, 
The maidens scan the driving road discreet: 
How like fair lilies on the verdant lawn. 
The perfumed air with all their breath was sweet ; 
How swiftly glanced their snowy sandall'd feet! 
(Six were the gifts that noble Emer had — 
The gifts of beauty and of voice complete, 
Of chastity and speech to make men glad. 
Of needlework, and wisdom gay or sad.) 
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"Let someone mark the strangers at the bend 
Of stream and milky road where horses race, 
And tell me whether it be foe or friend, — 
Methinks that we should know that mighty face." 
Fial the elder spake with haughty grace, 
Too proud was she ever to be allied, 
No warrior strove for such a cold embrace; 
Yet Forgall, sire of both in stubborn pride, 
Had vowed the elder sister first as bride. 



41 

All that my pen hath hitherto indited 
Passed, as I said, in visions swift and bright 
Before CuthuUin's eyes on death united. 
Nor ever strayed they from the awful sight; 
The only other thing that caught the light 
Was a frail moor-rush, slender and green-hued. 
With a bronze tassel curiously bedight. 
This seemed to him as if it fitly sued 
For pardon at his son's feet, blood bedew'd. 
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The visions bright and exquisitely golden 

Showed radiant on the corpse incarnadine; 

His heart bled tears of blood, such dreams 

beholden, 
And all his snakelocks fell in coils behind, 
Stirred by a bitter cold and treacherous wind: 
And still his soul seemed ever slowly drifting 
Thro' his past childhood with a smile unkind. 
As tho' some awful power its strength were sifting 
For some yet deeper trial or uplifting. 



43 

"Two steeds I see," said Emer, "sister mine, 
Driven exultant and without vain fears, — 
In beauty, fierceness, speed almost divine. 
Spirited and powerful, pricking both their ears. 
Dancing in mist of mane each neck appears. 
The niusic of their footsteps keeping time. 
Jingling of harness and of bronzen spears. 
Constrains me, ear-bewitched by faery chime; 
Ne'er heard I sweeter rhythm graced by rhyme. 
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" And o'er their necks a curvM yoke of gold 

With ribbony yellow reins sways to and fro, 

Revolving carven discs the wheels, untold 

And dazzling-white the circling rays they throw. 

Never did faery prince more nobly go. 

The chariot, wicker mounted on red yew. 

Fit to encounter any deadly foe. 

With sides of copper firm and dusk of hue, — 

Within, a dark sad man, comely and true. 



45 

"Said I a dark sad man? — His radiant hair. 
Sunlike and shaded, adds a brilliant zest; 
His garments free, yet chosen with much care. 
The tunic crimson, open at the breast, 
Five-folded and with golden brooch compressed, — 
Simplicity and richness there I see: 
Whereas his face shows little sign of rest. 
White silk his vest inwove with filigree. 
Subtle his shield of ancient pedigree. 
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"Rich red his cheeks and nutty brown his skin, 
Black as an ebon bow his eyebrows twain ; 
And such a pair of ardent eyes within 
As suit his blood-red spear of toughest grain. 
The charioteer before him shrewd and sane, 
Supple and bending with his curling lash: — 
To greet such noble strangers I were fain." 
"For me the honour," with a sudden flash, 
Said Fial, — "sister, thou art young and rash." 



47 

Laegh was the driver, he of bright-red hair 
Held by a bronzen fillet to his brow, 
A shoulder mantle dusky-blue and rare 
Covered his ample shoulders somewhat low, 
He held his gold-red goad proudly below. 
Cuthullin leapt to earth and greeted pale 
The maidens, "God be with ye damsels now." 
" May He make smooth thy path," said Emer, pale 
As a sweet windflower trembling in the gale. 
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Together, richest gems of Erin's isle, 
Emer and dark CuthuUin stepped. Alas! 
That two such lovers, innocent of guile. 
Through such dark shadows were foredoom'd to 

pass; 
But, hapless of their fate, they pressed the grass — 
June grass, lush deep and emerald. Roses hung 
From leafy sprays, and musical as glass 
Carolled the birds where tasseird blossoms swung 
And babbling brooks their laughing music flung. 



49 

"Whence art thou?" questioned Emer; — an- 
swered he, 
"From a forsaken garden, desolate. 
Where tangled briars cluster to the sea, 
And nightingale sits mourning for her mate." 
" What was thy food there ? " — " Ignorance of hate. 
Tales of forgotten greatness, woman's bliss. 
The love-glance of a mother nobly great 
Inspiring courage with a yearning kiss: 
This is my story, and my childhood this." 
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"What was thy way thereafter?" — "Rough 

indeed ; 
Breathless, I won through the thick wood of sighs, 
Encountered Dragon Envy, Wild Boar Greed, 
Took ship and breasted wild sea never dies ; 
Gazed at the sunrise with a wild surprise; 
Reached the Weird Island of the Warrior's Heart, 
Where the sole song-birds are terrific cries; 
Then to the Red Branch, Chivalry and Art, 
And thence to thee, O fair child — ne'er to part" 



51 

"Much marvel have I of thy constancy; — 
But see, my sisters press to catch our speech!" 
" What was thy training, Maiden, whisper me ? " — 
" Wounds I may heal as doth a skilful leech ; 
Welcome high guests with honour due to each; 
Unseen by strange folk, modest in my air. 
Children I form to honour and can teach; 
Flowers I weave in garlands passing fair. 
And broider with rich silks chiefs* garments rare. 
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" Twenty-one champions guard me from all harm, 
Under my father Forgall, proud of guise/* 
"The twenty-second, and the strongest arm, 
Mine," said CuthulHn, " must be ranked with these ; 
I have not passed my youth only to please." 
"What is thy strength?" asked Emer.—-" Twenty 

men, 
When I am weakest, may I slay with ease; 
Forty when I am strongest : try me then, — 
A hundred followers mine by hill or glen." 



S3 

" Well for a stripling of untutored skill 

"My foster-father Conar, no mere Churl: 

Strong in myself, well nurtured is my will. 

Nor can I be instructed by a girl ; 

With any warrior can I fling and hurl; 

Bards have been my preceptors, horses and chiefs. 

In life of kingly courts, and battle whirl. 

No, maiden ! 'mongst my great and many griefs 

A servile lot was spared, and serfs beliefs." 
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A hat of rushes dight shadowed her face, 
Yet chin and throat snow-white showed under- 
neath, 
A sunlit flush o'erspread with tender grace 
Her brow as with timidly bated breath: 
"Hast thou a wife already?" Emer saith. — 
" Nay," answered he ; " to find one I am tasked." 
She swiftly framed with nervous hands a wreath, 
"And first my eldest sister must be asked." 
Yea, all her longing under this was masked. 



55 

" Not I, in sooth," crafty CuthulHn cried ; 
And looking on her milk-white neck in fear, 
" Beauteous the plain, — ^the snowy plain of pride ! " 
"No one can have this plain, but for a year 
My haughty father's rule he must revere; 
Our foes he must subdue and prove his power. 
Then maybe Forgall will relent and hear 
Our supplications in propitious hour: 
Meanwhile I shall await my lifetime's dower." 
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Just then within the leaves was heard a rustle 
Of hasty human footsteps hurrying by ; 
CuthuIIin drew his sword, fearing a tussle, 
But Emer sadly smiling led his eye 
Where Fial, fired with envy, rapidly 
Sped o'er the greensward to the lofty dun. 
"Farewell," said she; "but little hope have I 
Ever to. see thee more beneath the sun." 
"But fairly end," said he, "that, fairly begun. 



57 

"Swear on my hilted sword, as I swear true. 

Never to plight thy troth to other man 

While I on green earth step and breath renew ! " 

"I swear," she said, "for all my mortal span." 

CuthuIIin kissed the blade, " Be this my ban : 

Never to rear a son, or win my fame 

On the best battlefield I ever scan. 

If ever I forget thy lovhd name, 

Or win another woman to my shame." 
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A deep and true emotion stirred her heart 
As they stood looking on each other there, 
No trivial wound of vain and idle smart, 
But a lifelong devotion, strange as rare. 
She thought, "My blood were little spilt as air 
For such a hero. Honour 'tis for me 
To share his burden, and his name to bear; 
Shame brings a blush, but heartfelt loyalty 
Stains the cheek also with pure cramoisie." 



59 

And he, unfit to speak, felt in his throat 
A choking gush of tears. He shook his head 
And turned away, then with a harsher note 
Convulsed with sobs, as tho' his heartstrings bled. 
He fell upon his knees and kissed her tread. 
"Emer, — my strength, my honour, all my life. 
Never till now knew I what it meant to wed ; 
Never till now knew what that word meant, * wife ' ; 
Never till now knew what rest meant from strife." 
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In-gathered Forgall all the dire import 
Of Fial's discourse to Cuthullin there. 
He sent for both the lovers, who were caught 
In chaste embrace, as might high gods ensnare. 
" For judgment, traitor, all thy strength prepare : 
To a deep dungeon be thou straight consigned 
Until Conar with me hath shared this care; 
His will made known, thou shalt not be confined, 
But some great enterprise thy strength shall bind." 
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Disguised to Emain Macha did he haste, . ^, 

Offering dark Conar golden gifts and wine, ^ *^ |^ 

And when attention all his efforts graced ^^V-*^ ' >/ 

He praised Cuthullin and his strength divine. ^ (^ :^ A 
"Would that so noble youth were son of mine, 
Were art but added under Scathach's care, /^ciA, 

So that the mightiest feats were his design, 
All European warriors could he dare; 
Send fiat forth, O King, he sojourn there." 
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This he said, knowing Scathach wild and rude, 
And that the flower of youth under her sway 
Died or were maimed, foul victims of her mood, 
But who escaped saw many a glorious day: 
No armour could withstand her javelin play. 
No weapons match her jagged and curved blade, — 
Her discipline was all how to obey. 
This Conar knew, and loved his power displayed : 
" Send forth my nephew to her isle," "he said. 
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But prayed the youth, " The King much I revere, 
Cormac the Ardrigh, and I would his grace!" 
So Conar lent his car and charioteer — 
cLoJtA'lr' J»b«H«; a crafty driver skilled in race; ^ ^^^^ 
^' Cuthullin mounted, radiant was his face 

Turned towards Tara. "Foes may bar my way. 
But to my goal Til conquer, and apace, 
Tho' envy foul may triumph for a day"; 
And so he started forth in proud array. 
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At length on summit of a primal ledge, 
Grey, weatherworn, and dreamy, they arrive; 
Jubar on tiptoe, leaning o'er the edge. 
Shows Tara in the distance, small as hive, 
And the deep waters as they onward strive. 
" This is Slievemourne, a day more we might be 
In Tara, — yet return, no farther drive!" 
"Alive or dead, proceed, coward!" said he, 
"And tell me why ye counsel prudently." 
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"A challenge is inscribed from faery powers 

Upon that pillar-stone; behold its side." 

" All I defy to wrest my sleeping hours " ; — 

" Juba^ y outspread the chariot coverings wide, /aXx^ ^ac^* 

Here will I sojourn," great Cuthullin cried. 

"Alas! Sir, in a foeman's land we reap." 

"No matter; — where I list my soul shall bide, 

And likelier 'tis the other man will weep; 

So, Jubar, cease, unharness and go sleep." 
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When the bright stars gave turn about the pole 
Foill crept from his dun below the hill, 
And, gazing on the sleepers by his goal, 
He curses them that challenge his proud will: 
" Awake, pigmy, and know thy petty skill ; 
No point nor edge can wound my spirit-kind." 
Cuthullin, red with anger, vowed to kill. 
And, stooping to the ground swift as the wind, 
Slung a black stone that left his foeman blind. 



67 

So undisturbed their slumber they fulfil, 
And furious gallop next day to the plain ; 
A herd of deer tempts all the hero's skill, 
" But I would have them living more than slain " ; 
So, swiftly running, all their haste was vain, — 
Three antlered deer breathless he thongs to car ; 
With rage unmanageable they arraign 
His strength, but have to follow fast and far. 
Until Tara is sighted bright as star. 
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Whistling overhead a triad flock of swans 
Darken the sky. " These," young Cuthullin said, 
"Living I'd snare with wide and noble vans." 
Into his sling a little stone he laid, 
And sixteen birds fell, loud their pinions played 
"Stoop and uplift them, J«b€H«." — "Nay, not so; 






"H 



Gored by the stag's horns, swift I shall be flayed, ^ 

Or cut by chariot wheels, so keen they go; — 
Shall I forsake my charioteership so?" 
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"My gaze shall guide the horses and o'erawe 
The wilding stags ; fear not, observe my word." 
l\ So jMbftr caught the snowy flock, and, four c^^-^^ fi-^w 
And fo % H r,'Tied them together, on the emerald 

sward ; 
Then at the bidding of his mighty lord 
The birds were fastened, each by silver chain 
Drawing the chariot. Then with naked sword 
Cuthullin drew anigh great Tara's plain, 
And all the Court came out to see his train. 
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Next in his vision sad Cuthullin saw 

His exile from green Erin to the isle 

Where Scathach, woman-warrior, practised war, 

High in the lonely mountains reared her pile 

Whence forth she issued, venomous of guile, 

To hold her rights and conquer other foes; 

Great her renown in strategy erewhile. 

And some few youths among her maidens rose 

To learn skill by their frequent overthrows. 
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With him went Laegh, and Connal, trusty friend ; 
But ere the gold-white sun paled off the dew 
They turned and left him : for this special end 
Forgall had raised a mystic Druid view 
Wherein they saw their homes and comrades true ; 
So heartsick both forsook him in his need, 
And all alone he trimmed his bark anew, 
With a south wind over the waves with speed 
He flew as swift as plumM thistle-seed. 
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In Skye Scathach maintained her iron rule, .,/ / 

An island veiled in storms and fearful gloom; ^ '^^ ^H^ 
Here in the mountain fastnesses held school Ao^ 7 •X'Vk^ 
Which o'er the thundering billows ever loom. Avr>v> 
Four days Cuthullin sought this living tomb, ScmMy^^C: I 
At length sighted the mountains and the plain: ^^ ^^ 
Upon the rocky beach he found some room 
To shore his bark, then left the inconstant main 
And boldly struck inland in anxious pain. 
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At length to a rude hall within a glen 
He came, where stole a maid in silent pride; 
Here sojourned never warriors or men, — 
She sullen bade him climb the mountain side. 
Where Scathach drilled her maidens far and wide. 
Cuthullin craved a drink; she gave him whey 
Of goat's milk and a black crust doubly dried : 
" If ye would live to-night make no delay. 
We murder strangers who stay here a day." 
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Scathach, of grisly locks and glittering eye, 
Her face deep-lined and wrinkled, seam'd and 

scarred, 
Leant on her spear Cuthullin to espy, 
Her vigour sinewy, although somewhat marr'd. 
With presence virile, vehement, and hard. 
"Stripling, thy aspect pleases, therefore hail, 
Be one of us, and enter in our guard ; 
Protect from aliens all this rocky vale, — 
Learn to obey, keep silence when I rail." 
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Cuthullin bowed ; the lightning of his glance, 
Burnished by long privation and his rage, 
O'ertarnished all the radiance of her lance, 
Which Scathach felt and cursed advancing age. 
" Should he prove rebel there is still one gage, — 
Aife, my rival," thus she inly thought. 
The consolation made her swift t* assuage 
Wrath that a mien defiant might have wrought, 
Questioning him of battles he had fought. 
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" Six comrades share thy hunting-booth within : — 

Ferdia, from farther Britain's sounding shore, 

And three fair children of thy father's kin — 

Naisi, Ai»k, and Ardwi, babes of war; iL\JiccA^ CiClXo 

Lochmore, son of great Egomas the hoar, 

And Fiamain, the son of Fora. These 

Will soon instruct thee if thou care to learn ; 

Therefore betake thee to them 'neath the trees." 

So Scathach left him with a bearing stern, 

Cuthullin's heart leapt all past deeds to spurn. 
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As a young herd of stags measure their might, 
Free and majestic in the pine woods drear, 
Eyeing with no unfriendly yet keen sight 
The port and glory of each antlered deer. 
So Ferdia and his comrades, drawing near, 
Welcomed Cuthullin. Sithe gods they seemed. 
So lithe and square, of such complexions clear. 
Cuthullin wondered, and their radiance deemed 
Greater than anything he erst esteemed. 
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Of all the youths that formed the cohort there, 

Ferdia pleased Cuthullin most of all : 

Tall, loose-limbed, with a forehead bowered in hair, 

Graceful his movements in and out the hall ; 

A dark light, but sincere and cordial, 

Shone from his luminous eyes. An orphan he, 

Of royal British line, but inner call 

Had led him far from home on errantry; 

Much was he loved, but very silently. 
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These two, seated like shepherds at a well. 

Made question of their age and history; 

One lilied spring their birth on earth might tell, 

And like their training in high chivalry. 

But Ferdia had strange tales of Cymry, Ivu^ tv 

Of Mona's sacred isle and bardic lore, 

So that the starlit summer nights went by 

In telling marvels mystic o'er and o'er, 

CuthuUin's heart enchanted to the core. 
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Each day loud trumpet at the whitest dawn 
Awoke the clean-limbed youths to warrior's chant, 
Sunburnt each figure twined on grassy lawn, 
Endeavouring to be victor-combatant 
From the green sea shrieked out wild cormorant, 
And soon in perilous skiffs they scoured the main, 
Near fishing grounds some of the maidens haunt, 
Under skilled guidance of old Scathach gaunt. 
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Ambition with its fierce desires scourged 
Cuthullin's heart, and oft he darkly frowned ; 
Wild hope within him ever madly surged. 
And anger that another should be crowned 
Monarch. Yea, even at mere whispering sound, 
As on his heather couch he sleepless tosses. 
Of Aife's name he felt a bitter wound, 
As all her prowess o'er his mem*ry crosses, — 
Her glorious triumphs he accounts his losses. 
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No power opposed her but a rival queen, 

Who oft descended and bore off her herds ; 

Aife her name, of majesty serene, 

Her warriors numerous as the autumn birds, 

Her army she divided into thirds, 

And harassed all the Isle of Skye with war ; 

The heroes spent between them many words 

How they should bind the Amazon queen, and bar 

Her entry to their country from afar. 
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At length his grief deep-seated was unburdened 
As he was wandering through a gloomy wood : 
" If for my tale I may be richly guerdoned," 
Said Scathach, her sole comrade dark of mood, 
"Thou mayest abandon thy sad solitude." 
"How so?" Cuthullin asked. "Aife is girt 
With armour; when amidst the multitude, 
Divested of it, then may she be hurt, 
And at her heart a stab thou mayest insert. 
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" E'en now she trains her sons within a dell, 
And thou mayest fall upon her unarmed breast ; — 
Heed not her incantations dire and fell, 
But hold thy sword over her prostrate crest. 
Then with her magic she will thee invest, 
And thou art free all things to dare and hope." 
" But think of me in thy divine unrest ; 
I may not in deceit and treachery grope," 
Cuthullin said. "In arms and steeds my scope. 



^5 eipo^/A-4^ 

"What loves Aife above all other art," ^^^^^ij^ 

He questioned, versed in womanhood and lies, utx^^^kc^ 

"That, should I fail at onset, I may thwart i^ 6^-^\a^ 
Her onslaught with some potent feigned cries ? — ^ / 

Many a woman scorns cajoleries, HX^<.Vt/vv^ wt 

Will yet fall victim of a foolish dread." 7wvwC/V 
"No vulnerable point my eye descries," 
Said Scathach, "but the horses she has bred, 
Her chariot, and the driver at their head." 



103 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 



86 



Nor long they need await awakening cause ; 
Aife raided the maidens with their flocks, 
Seized twenty ewes and sixty lambs by force, — 
The shepherdesses struck and tore their locks. 
Then all the army gathered on the rocks. 
And vowed to rescue all, or die in arms ; 
Viragos paced the ranks, their hair in shocks, 
And raised in timid bosoms war's alarms, 
Crying, "Will ye be robbed in all your farms?" 
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As heath fires rage and wrap the wild woods 

dense 
In glorious robes of death, so passions wage 
Betwixt the queens, destructive and intense; 
Nor nought but death their fury can assuage, 
Each heading upright nervy warriors sage. 
Keen-eyed, and armed with burnished panoply; 
About a fell morass they swift engage. 
And precipices echo their wild cry, 
"Scathath or Aife; — conquer, maids, or die!" 
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Cuthullin challenged Aife ; both stood forth, 
Well-matched and cautious, and mute silence 

reigned. 
Somewhat too eager was she in her wrath. 
So he a false excitement somewhat feigned, 
Their weapons crossed, yet nothing was attained ; 
Then she flew at him, and her nervous stroke 
All his great skill and knowledge swiftly strained, 
His tempered sword by some mischancing broke : 
He fell, triumphant cries the echoes woke. 
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Tigerish she sprang upon him, then he cried, 
"Ah me! what do I see far down the glen, — 
Thy chariot and thy horses, all thy pride, 
Have perished ! " Aife breathless then 
Turned, but nought met her 'wildered ken; 
Cuthullin flew upon her, and swift threw 
Her o'er his shoulder and amongst the men. 
Then threw her on the ground and o'er her drew 
Her sword, bestriding her in wrath askew. 
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At sight of her he feared, low at his feet 
All memory of his troth passed from his soul : 
Revenge was sudden, unforeseen, and sweet, 
And all his being seemed complete and whole. 
Aife lay tortured in her spirits dole. 
Glittering in fury, helpless and distraught; 
Her lightning glances dark and aimless roll ; 
" What wouldst thou of me ? I am fairly caught ; 
And what I will not seek I may be taught." 



91 

"Never shall I again find peace on earth 
Till thou hast proved submission of thy will, 
That of this compact there may spring a birth 
Worthy of any honour, fame, and skill ; 
Also, thou shalt acknowledge Scathach still." 
" All this a serf I must fulfil," she said. 
And all her haughty nerves rebellious thrill, 
As slowly she upraised her ebon head 
And passed among the disinherited. 



106 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



92 

But ere she left him with a feigned smile 
She taught him all the magic of her art, — 
What weapons might be used in treacherous guile, 
And how to strike direct and how athwart ; 
One spear she treasured, sharp it was and swart, 
And jaggM at its edge like fretted saw: 
"With this thou mayest deal so deadly smart 
That breath will visit thy antagonist no more. 
So deep and so incurable the sore. 
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" And I," she said, " will tend thy babe at home, 
And train him to revere his father's name." 
" Yea," spake Cuthullin, " henceforth must I roam. 
And seek in Erin all my deathless fame; 
Three prohibitions from thy child I claim — 
Never to tell his name or fight refuse; 
Never to lose this chain, and with right aim 
So speed him life that neither art nor ruse 
May harm him while his weapons he may use." 
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Then at the birth of Conloch pride possessed 
Cuthullin's heart: "A hero's frame," he said, 
" And square skull of renown seen and confessed, — 
Much store I set upon this little head"; 
Set down his shield and took the babe instead, 
A gold chain round the tiny neck to fling, 
— "Keep this till thou art old enough to wed, 
And bear it with thee in thy wandering, 
By token I shall know thee combating." 
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And yet unrecognised in that sad hour 
When time had brought about the fateful meeting, 
So that the noble youth, crushed by his power. 
Lay dead, a mournful sign of moments fleeting. 
"Too late! — too late!" Cuthullin kept repeating. 
And ever beat his breast and sighed convulsed. 
As though the dead might hear his vain 

entreating ; 
But silence all his passionate grief repulsed. 
Only the black blood through his being pulsed. 
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Still in a trance he saw his home-return, 
How he found Emer, suitor at her knee, 
Laying two hands upon his cheek to spurn 
Vain courtship, for said she, "I am not free: 
Cuthullin has my troth, and where is he?" 
" Here am I, noble child," he said, " and none 
Dare keep thee from me now maliciously. 
For all the service Forgall asked is done. 
And I am great beneath the all-seeing sun." 
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So two by two the maidens paced in white, 
And the white oxen followed on the priest. 
Youths piping and the children garland-dight, 
Till everyone from toil and labour ceased. 
" Each blessing be on such a pair increased," 
The Druids said, and crowned them with fair 

weeds, 
A mystic coronet at wedding feast; 
" And be thou near him when he comfort needs. 
And let his counsel still direct thy deeds." 
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Remembering all his oath forsworn, and death 
Of the one foe by choice he had called son, 
He uttered groan with deep sepulchral breath, 
Then turned towards the west, his glance fordone. 
A vulture hovered o'er the rocky dun, 
And some wild impulse dragged his stubborn will 
Over the bleeding rocks to the red sun, 
Haggard, delirious, and oppressed with ill : 
" O that my foe might find me and might kill ! 
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" Never again may I see Emer's face. 
Nor hope to feel the touch of her soft hand ; 
What hath her lovely and most tender grace 
To do with me, dishonoured and a brand: 
I am supplanted in the host's command, 
And I have proved myself untrue, and fate 
Hath made me slay with my most bloody hand 
The soul on earth I never thought to hate, — 
And now I only hear, *Too late, — too late!'" 
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Lurid and grim, with weird fantastic form, 
A raven's wing of ebon night atones 
For the ensanguined glory of the storm ; 
In the day-dying gloom loom giant stones, 
CuthuUin stumbles on with hollow groans 
And disappears in passions and the night ; 
While others seek his footsteps or his bones. 
Great sorrow over Tara took its flight, 
Grieving Cuthullin wandering in the night. 
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Glorious shone Tara*s hall of cedar-wood, ^ y (%c. 

With richly blazoned rafters thickly set. ^^ 

A colonnade of virgin pillars stood 



/A^.' 

k: 



Cleaving twin banquet-boards, where warriors met, C^"^'^-" ^ 

And neck-encircling flashed rare amulet ^'^ 

With broidered raiment, blazing helm and crest; 

As some diviner in celestial fret, 

An opal sunset for a god's behest, 

Had chanted ; iris blent with peacock's breast. 
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Yet thunder-laden looks and envious frown 
Stung Fionn's triumph and besulHed fame, 
What time high paeans soar'd in his renown. 
Cormac the Ardrigh spake with rarer flame: 
"In vain, O chief, the valour we proclaim, 
Had we not greeted Fionn*s succouring host. 
All honour to our kinsfolk of fair name, 
And that his sire was Irish be our boast: 
Else Norway were not driven from our coast." 



" Why honour Fionn ? " muttered Cairbre base ; — 
" No king of ours, nor native Fian chief; 
A lifelong exile, and his birth disgrace. 
Methinks 'twere juster were he cleped a thief: 
Cuthullin would have won without relief; 
Now he, son of a god, of Erin's line. 
Must yield to Scottish aliens. His the grief 
To welcome outcasts, and command resign. 
Must so great champion now his head incline?" 
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All hearts were overwhelmed with gnawing grief 
That while they feasted, all their battles done, 
Cuthullin, childless, yet their mighty chief, . 
Defied the Powers of Darkness, vigil lone 
Watching the body of his son with groan. 
This feast, that should have echoed with our glee, 
Silent by reason of our woe, alone 
Our generous hero, pride of chivalry, 
Makes bitter mourning on the desolate lea. 



"Well said," quoth Dunlaing, son of Niadh the 

Great 
And Nia Mor of mystic faery birth. 
With Angus of the Bloody Spear of Fate ; 
"No greater leader ever graced the earth." 
Swift flew the wingM cup, but small the mirth, — 
From the dim-painted roof no laughter rang; 
But Brehons and wise poets, in the dearth 
Of merriment, of skilful battles sang, 
Until round tears to eyes of veterans sprang. 
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His hand before his face brown Fergus bore, 
He of the snow-white shield blazoned with gold, 
His long cross-hilted sword bejewell'd o'er 
Slept idly by him, all its worth untold. 
His the red pennon round its standard rolled, 
And by him Eochaid Gunnat might be seen ; 
Great chiefs were they in Erin, swift and bold. 
Their sharp -rimmed bucklers cast a wondrous 

sheen. 
And massy spears reared upright them between. 



On either side the King's high table ranged 
Were sacerdotal priests, white and austere; 
Himself from Druid worship long estranged, 
Cormac at feasts constrained them to appear: 
Some with white beards and faces parched and sere, 
Others dark-ey'd and restless, — rebels all, 
Persistent schemers, monarchs well might fear. 
But Cormac, warrior-judge, despised them ally 
Mocking their pageants of rude ritual. 
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Festive the golden haze shone all around, 
From waxen torches swaying sunny bright; 
Rushes and fragrant herbs bestrewed the ground, 
And all the boards most plenteously were dight. 
Sewers and pages sped with footsteps light, 
Upholding flagons gold, and shells of grace, 
And venison fine with cloud-berries bedight 
Each warrior bronzed and sculptured glowed in face, 
And, rarest sight, five Queens adorned the dalfs. 



Mighty the majesty of Cormac sage. 
His curling golden locks fell flowing down. 
No furrowing lines approaching eld presage. 
And his alone a brow-encircling crown. 
On his red buckler golden lions frown. 
Enlaced creatures borne at many a feast; 
Amongst ten thousand warriors of his own 
He held enchanted sway 'gainst man or beast, 
And even once had voyaged far in East. 
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Behind his throne a bare-kneed galloglass 
Held in strong silver chains two panthers white, 
Couchant their ears, set-back, and snarling, pass, — 
Nor e'er in Erin had been seen such sight. 
Cormac had brought them with him from the bright 
And burning East — a tribute from a chief 
Whose drowning son he saved in river flight, 
Leaping upon his back in swift relief, 
Perilous the moment to all men's belief. 
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Swirled by the rapids, clutching at his hair. 
The flying form of Cormac rode the flood ; 
His comrades in the bark in deep despair 
Bemoaned such sudden ending of his blood, 
But battling like a war-horse still he rode 
Triumphant till a current swept him where 
Both bodies lay as dead. Then wept the proud 
And white-haired chief, " Saved is my son and heir," 
So grateful brought as gift the leopard pair. 
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Gold neck-torque o'er his crimson robe was set, 

And so rich sceptre royally he held 

That marvel ran of subtle amulet 

By which men's hearts were drawn else had 

rebelled;— 
Whether or no 'twere so, love he compelled. 
But with a blinded eye, alas! restrained; 
And maimM monarch, so the Druids eld 
Asserted, and their record was not feigned. 
Could never Erin rule, and so he was restrained. 

Defiant of his fate, a power he school'd, ^V^^^-^ 

Cairbre, his step-son, skilled in magic rune; 

Seven years with aid of Brehons both had ruled, 

And mighty tomes of laws had framed eftsoon : — 

O Erin, first of lands to feel this boon, 

Great meed of thanks to Cormac dost thou owe ; 

Weird music too he loved of subtle tune. 

And blazonry of gold and red and blue 

To enrich the vellum held his precepts true. 
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Next to his throne shone Grainne, rich in grace, 
Of fire and swiftness blent, as mountain roe; 
No other maiden equalled her in face, 
Nor could in dance more swiftly forward go, 
Mist-mantled dainty aspects could she throw, 
Mastering firm wills no lesser art could chain; 
And whether he were captive, friend or foe, 
She charmed him, or by love or by disdain, 
Until he worshipped her submiss and fain. 
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Sister to Cairbre, she, virgin untamed. 
From Borbal-duthar sprung, the erewhile King 
Of Connaught. Of the Fir-bolgs he was named. 
Him Cormac slew, and hence, the poets sing, 
Was his sight lost through skilful javelin fling. 
Dedgal his queen had Cormac rashly wed. 
Whose alien offspring round her clustering, — 
Cairbre, Cathmor, and Grainne rashly bred, 
Hatred in Erin by the blood they shed. 



U9 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



i6 



Like some dark floweret Grainne poised her head. 
Behind her glowered a Druid subtle guard, 
Of the clan Morna were his people bred, 
Daire his name, of dark and keen regard. 
Each chieftain's heart he sounded and each bard, 
Still while she gazed with admiration meet 
She made keen question of him, sweet as nard, 
And with an accent tremulous and sweet. 
Yet gentleness and valour in her meet : 



17 

"Wherefore is Fionn here the chiefest guest? — 

Methinks a younger hero might take place 

At the King's right hand in_a regal vest!" 

"Fionn is here to suppHcate^^grace, — 

With thee, fair Grainne, would he proudly pace; 

And conquering eld knows no restraining fear." 

"But," Grainne, "his a rival race; 

And furthermore, Ossian more fit for cheer 

To me his son doth seemlier appear." 
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"Wise silence befits thee, Morna's child," 
Replied the Druid, threatening with dark frown ; 
" Consider Fionn's enmity. Be mild." 
"Tell me, who is that warrior lower down, 
Among the nobles he were worthy crown, 
Stern-shouldered man with yet a modest air?" 
" Gaul, his proud name of Morna's clan and thine ; 
And were inheritance divided fair 
He should be leader, Fingal should resign : 
But nevermore, I fear, rules rightful line." 



19 

" That hero who, — with dusky curling hair. 
About whose person some strange glamour clings, 
With ruddy freckled skin most debonnair. 
As one sweet nightingale at even sings? — 
Methinks his glances iseem as they had wings." 
" Diarmid, sister's child to Fingal, he, 
Of his great prowess all the country rings. 
Of women well-beloved and courteously ; 
Pity, fair Grainne, he is not for thee!" 
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With regal gesture Cormac rose and held w?>^<^t^C 

The feasters spellbound by his martial air, (att^ Or 9^<^A.v\ 

Impetuously his speech uprose and weird, ^ 

No greater monarch ever governed there: --^ -^^ ^^i -'^^. -^-/ 

"Ossian, arise!" he cried; "in song declare 

The deeds of Fionn, guardian of our coast, — 

How Norway first to Selma stole his way, 

How next on Erin he arrayed his host. 

Then Carril, native bard, shall raise the lay, 

And on the harp Cuthullin's exploits sway." 



t^K^v-* 
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" O Erin, hast thou heart to breast the foe, 
The rude Norse hordes that threaten our decay ? 
With anxious eyes our greybeards to and fro 
Ponder thy strength and spirit for the fray. 
Year after year the onslaught and assay. 
Canst thou defend thy heritage a space. 
Nor let barbarians seize it as a prey? 
No other than thine own glows such a face, 
So wise, so gentle, and so full of grace. 
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" Long time thy warrior bands have forged a sword 

To fight for thee against the world at large, — 

Defence but not Defiance is our word, 

Our women and our children are our charge; 

To them do we entrust our heritage, 

In them blossom the flower-buds of fate; 

For them we take the spear and sword and targe. 

Nor gold entices us, nor great estate, 

But human beauty, simple, true, and great. 



23 

" Driven from the mainland by relentless force, 
Here we made stand supported by the sea, 
And sent battalions one by one across 
The stormy channel for supremacy: 
Alba and we are one, the sisters vie 
Who can show forth most valiant kings and men ; — 
King Arthur dares the Romans and they fly, 
We too have turned them back in many a glen, 
Let us not fear th' audacious Northmen then. 
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" One of yourselves, tho' from the Eastern coast, 
Fionn unites with thee in one intent, — 
With valour to repel the Northern host, 
And for our right-to-live, in strife be spent. 
Why has our nation grown to this content. 
From Greece and Spain reaping the ripest seed, 
If by brute force our life was to be rent? 
— No; here we make a stand in direst need: 
The world shall own us, or its heart's life bleed." 



25 

Ossian the poet, massive yet dreamy-sad. 
Casting his singing-mantle o'er his arm. 
Eager arose to make his people glad, 
Thrilling the harp with rare and far-famed charm. 
His art fast chased away the late alarm ; 
All hearts resigned their care, and throbbed 

with joy. 
And most of all, Oscar felt freed from harm. 
The hopes of all the race were in the boy. 
Nor had he felt defeat, nor hate's alloy. 
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"Far, far from Tara rise blue Selma's shades, 
Where Beauty haunts adorned with azure zone 
Of bluer seas, with endless forest shades. 
Like a rare bird or butterfly alone." 
So sang he in a rich yet vcilhd tone, 
Leaning his harp upon his shoulder fair. 
" Much must I praise this land, although my own— 
A dream, a reverie fragile and rare, 
She hovers in the labyrinthine air. 



27 

" Yet many days there are of tyrannous wrath, 
When angry skies and seas assault all life: 
Then mustering clouds in ragged cloaks come forth. 
And billows break and dash in eager strife; 
Then hoarse reproof, and clamours rude, are rife. 
O'er crested rocks and dark and fearful wave 
The moaning gull cleaves keen-winged as a knife, 
A scanty living from the tide to crave. 
While crafty subtle hills re-echoing rave. 
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" Two starry nights we steer the purple main 

Ere Scotia's hills rise dim upon the sky, 

Where sea-begirt our forts the sea arraign, 

Remote, impregnable they rear on high; 

No mighty banquet-halls may we descry, 

Nor wealth of fertile fields and flocks and herds, 

But haunt of eagle ofttimes we espy. 

And crags snow-crowned with ocean-loving birds : 

But how descant on home in painted words. 



29 Q?uwxe^^ 

" It chanced two chieftains from our King estranged, ^ 
Wrathful at some ill-timed neglect at Court, * 

O'er bitter Northern seas their vessel ranged, 
In huge primeval wood seeking their sport. 
Two icy winters there they lived and fought, 
And there the child of Starno of brown shield 
Set all her heart on Dargo. He, we thought. 
Must always conquer, and the woman yield. 
And so it chanced again in love's fair field. 
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"The lovers fled in fear and secrecy, 
Aboard fair ship, and made for Scotia's shore; 
Brought there to us at first mysteriously, 
Then to a few revealed as dangerous lore. 
We pondered fearfully the riddle o'er, — 
What if the maiden were but crafty spy. 
Feigning deep love, betraying us the more; 
And waited earliest chance our land to fly, 
Revealing weakness to our enemy? 



31 

"When Spring once more brought cuckoos and 

blue seas 
The price of our presumption was to pay : 
Avenging fleet came labouring on the breeze. 
Glistening with shields and spears in war's array. 
The warriors chosen, owning Starno's sway. 
What recks it glistening armour here to sing. 
Or all proud weapons for a mortal fray? — 
Our giant valour made the echoes ring. 
The children trembled, gazing wondering. 
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" Silent and dark and lonely-sad of face, 

The stranger stole amongst our women-folk, 

Not wanting she in any subtle grace. 

Though rarely smiled she and but rarely spoke. 

That day beneath the branches of an oak 

Our warriors chose her constancy to try; 

It chanced in chase Dargo his spearhead broke, 

And Conan taunted him with treachery, 

So bore him, feigning death, his loved wife nigh. 



33 

"A funeral troop of mourners soon we form. 
Two by two marching o'er the heather sere; 
Sad-toned death-dirges wafted thro' the storm, 
Dargo outstretchied lay on his ashen bier. 
With wailings to the hill-fort we draw near. 
Fluttering with fears, scanning the distant bay: 
Our Northern guest swift flew with heartfelt tear. 
Lamenting comrade of her lord's array; 
Seeing the corpse, her life fled straight away. 
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" But ere she passed, with stiff and meagre head, 
She raised her death-doomed limbs and feebly 

spake, 
* When horse and hound follow their master dead. 
Why should his wife survive for other's sake?' 
With that she plucked a dagger with great ache 
And, ere we could restrain her, stabbed her side ; 
So mourning our rash act, close by the lake 
We laid her within moaning of the tide, 
And Dargo greatly grieved, for whom she died. 



35 

"The fighting men that dug her silent grave 
Encountered on the plain the invading force ; 
In numbers few, the warriors yet were brave, — 
We fought around the lately buried corse, 
Dargo the keenest, bitten by remorse. 
The Norsemen's leader Starno singled out 
Gaul, and dared him jointly swords* to cross; 
We sheathed our weapons with a mighty shout, 
And soon the fiery sword-lights flew about. 
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" * Death to the wolves ! * great Gaul in fury cried. 

'Restore the dead!* the Norseman made reply. 

With that, foaming as tusky boars, they plied 

Their swords on either's crested helmet high ; 

In ruddy glare of hate the weapons fly. 

Dust rose from earth and hid each struggling form. 

Ill could I brook to see M*Moma die, 

Yet in such contest who may stay the storm? — 

At length Starno lay vanquished by his arm. 



37 

"Swaran his son, bearing the mighty dead, 
Made for his ships, the day-star growing dark; 
With gleam of arms and banners streaming red 
Disposed the dead within one fateful bark. 
High rearing trunks of trees to catch a spark. 
Unshipped the rudder and the pale sails set, 
Then with cries blood-curdling swift they fired 

the ark. 
An east wind raged, and in majestic fret 
Voyaged the flaming death-ship of regret. 
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"So, swearing endless vengeance on the land, 
The others sought their ships and turned the helm. 
Vowing reprisal swift ere they disband,— 
Whence their redoubted onslaught on this realm, 
Hoping with mighty army to overwhelm 
This rich and fertile land, less cursed at birth 
With hostile hills; richer in ash and elm, 
A faery-like domain; the best on earth. 
And all our honour and our fighting worth." 



., ^ Thus speaking, Ossian ended, and the veil 



'y- 



-^ Close drawn before his eyes dissolved away ; 
) Yet upward still he gazed, as though a frail 
And mystic vision still o'er him had sway. 
Applause, loud-ringing, leapt eager like spray. 
Swept by a mighty sea against the rocks: 
" Rise, patriot-lay of Carril, make assay," 
Cried Cormac, "of revenge and stubborn shocks. 
Of mighty warriors bred in Northern lochs." 



132 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



40 

"O warriors," cried grey CarriFs rising woes, 
"How may I sing Cuthullin, my heart's soul, 
When mad and wandering in the dark he goes? 
Would with my life I might create him whole; 
Ever from youth hath he achieved the goal. 
And now, defeated and the slayer of his son, . 
Bitter he beareth all, his spirits dole. 
My master and my friend of earliest dun, 
That ever prowess in the battle won. 



41 
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" Rumours of Northern fleet had reached our shore," '"' * ' '' "^ ^ 
Sang Carril of the deep and lustrous eyes; e\%^>/^. ^"^ 

" Keen watchers scanned the ocean o'er and o'er, y ; . r^ ,. i 
To magnify first speck against the skies. 

Our warriors scarred, with grim and deep surmise, '''• ^ •' 

Felt o'er their swords, and reached their armour /> Vm^^ 

down ; 
Then steeds were bought with gems, and 

thrilling cries 
Filled all the land ; then striplings with a frown 
Turned from grave tutors robed in Druid gown. 
1^3 
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"Foul tales had been arraigfned of Erin's sloth, 
Till the Norse gluttons thirsted in their greed, 
Foretasting all the booty sacked from both 
Erin and Scotia in a murderous deed. 
Little they reck'd that from a common seed 
Their nations sprang; great Fingal's noble might 
Was pledged to us, and all his honour's meed 
For Fian hosts for half the year must fight 
Our battles with us, mutual faith we plight. 



43 

" * Pleasant to me the sounding spear and shield,' 
Cried great CuthuUin, — 'warriors, at the gate; 
Joying my heart as sunshine o'er the weald, 
Ere the storm break with black and venomous hate. 
Connal, mist-mantled in thy robes of state, 
Be near me breast to breast. Thou Curach too, 
And Angus lifting Bloody Spear of Fate, 
And Eth from Lena's stream, all shall they rue ; 
Fergus, thou too a warrior proved and true.' 
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"As the great armament in conscious life 
Stood quivering at the challenge of their lord, 
Each breast rose swelling for the patriot strife, 
Each warrior inward raged and felt his sword. 
Yet Connal counselled, 'Listen to my word: 
Await great Fionn, who, forewarned they come 
Southward, all vessels swiftly will afford.' 
But proud Cuthullin bade his lips be dumb: 
*Ease, safety, prudence, friends, be left at home.* 



45 

"The glorious champion stood beneath an ash 
Which trembled in premonitory breeze. 
When suddenly rang out an ominous crash. 
Resounding from the ocean to the trees. 
Lo ! how swift warrior-blood sprang from its ease. 
Scaling each cheek. See! — Norse ships in the bay ; 
They come, they come, the hosts of icy seas, — 
Masts, sails, and hulls a mighty tyrannous sway, 
And sudden hopes and fears found ample play. 
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" As the fell wolf relinquishes the slain, 
Bristling upon a rival beast of prey, 
So rushed our warriors downward to the plain ; 
Yet some cried, *Wait for Fionn.* Loudly, 

< Nay,— 
Exterminate the vipers all this day!* 
Cried he, our leader. 'Fight until despair, 
Nerving our arms, kills all before our way: 
Cowards who wait until the day wax fair!' 
And glorious like the night rayed out his hair. 



47 

"Brave pennon-bearers flung upon the wind 
Their fragile tongue-like colours heavenly bright ; 
And, pressing on the vanguard close behind, 
Cuthullin flamed within his chariot dight. 
Wrath and defiance fired overmastering might. 
And not more bitter was the ocean's toil 
Than all our warriors thirsting for the fight. 
'Return, nor dare assault our virgin soil,' 
They screamed with sneers, 'lest shamefast ye 
recoil ! ' 
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" High, like an eagle by rude tempest driven, 
Arise the tenor of my sacred lore ; 
As lightning through dark thunder-cloud is riven, 
Flew Swaran, Northern hero, on our shore, 
And bucklered heroes darted more and more 
Thick on the strand: like hornets fiercely hent, 
Their myriad hordes they ever swiftly pour; 
To beat them to their ships was our intent, 
But ever on our strength their onslaught bent. 



49 

"Convulsed, both armies tremble on the strand, 

Now pressing, now retiring; flames of fire 

Flash from wild axe and spear and burning brand. 

Cuthullin in his chariot, stiff with ire, 

His snorting steeds uprears, nor will retire ; 

Connal beside him hews the Norsemen down ; 

Hakon gigantic hangs upon the tyre, — 

He rends him thigh from thigh with bitter frown, 

Until upon the earth is felled his crown. 
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" All day the din of battle echoes loud, 
Till westering sun illumined earth and sea 
In one intense and bloody light The crowd 
Grew huger with their shadows. Now the lea 
Is left all dusk and faint and wearily; 
Athwart the dead the living muster round 
The standards of their chiefs. Then could I see 
Cuthullin with great Connal o'er the ground, 
Gazing like giant heroes from a mound. 



SI 

" * Equal the fortunes of the day,* he cried, — 
* Now night demands repose and timely cheer ; 
See where the beacon fires on mountain side 
Show where swarth Dorglas roasts the sylvan deer. 
With wine and songs our triumph shall appear. 
Nor shall we grudge our enemies the same, — 
Carril (to me he spake), Swaran stands near; 
Go bid him to our banquet in my name : 
A starving foe adds nothing great to fame.' 
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" But Swaran sullen answered, * Herald, nay. 
Till a new sun arise to witness wrath; 
Tell him who sent thee, here I stubborn stay, — 
The royal road to Tara is my path ; 
The throne of Cormac on the magic rath 
Shall be my footstool ; under Northern rule 
Erin's proud heart shall quail, and what she hath — 
Deer, gold, and men are mine. Return, O fool ! 
And tell Cuthullin he is but my tool/ 



S3 

" The field of our encounter was a bay, 
Clasping the sea with white and rampart verge. 
Inland as concave of a shield it lay. 
Twin spurlike ridges to the sky converge; 
Within the happy valley o'er the surge 
Rose a steep bossy mound whereon a rath 
Was built, Magh Seimhne; here we urge 
Up the steep hillside by devious path, 
And every weary man his burden hath. 
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" We feasted, and the songs of ancient days 
Cheered our spent spirits weary with dire toil ; 
Next mom the sun rose in a dazzling blaze, 
Displaying Northern hosts upon our soil : 
Two-fold their strength, their scorn no feigned foil. 
For in the night by devious ocean-ways 
Another fleet had joined the first with spoil, 
And, reinforced and glittering in gilt rays. 
Gigantic armies loomed upon the haze. 



55 

" * Some higher ground our refuge ! * Connal spake, 

* Lest the advancing foe cut off retreat ; 
Swiftly descend, and seek by bush or brake 
The pass wh^re brow by brow the mountains meet ; 
Then from the cave of Ura, wisdom's seat, 
Await great FingaFs coming. Great his need 
Of flank attack to make his landing fleet* 

* Wise words but bitter, barren friendships breed,' 
Said great CuthulUn, — *yet I needs must heed. 



140 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



56 

"* Sweeter to me to break upon the foe 
As last expiring wave upon the shore, 
Sweeter than bardic song the dying throe 
And battle-axe and war-cry's iron roar. 
But not for me my crimson blood to pour 
For king and country! Lost my greatest chance, 
And when the poets sing my exploits o'er, 
Over this great defeat their thoughts must glance,' 
And saying this he cast away his lance. 



57 






"As eagle hovering high above the glen, 

Cuthullin gazed, poised eager on the hill. 

Eastward and westward glanced his mighty ken ^^-^ '>v-^^ 

O'er giant craggy steeps and wooded rill ; 

Northwards the pale-blue ocean desert still 

No succouring ships displayed, but smoothly ran. 

Harbouring the foemen's ships, the cause of ill. 

Onward the bristling army came in scan. 

Like bristly boar, and Swaran led the van. 
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" • Arise, sons of the mist ! ' Cuthullin cried, 
And lo ! the hilltop grew an armed field ; — 
•Who asks for death or victory at my side. 
Who means to conquer, and who scorns to yield ? * 
*Erin and I,' a thousand voices pealed. 
* Then on to meet our foe ! ' The shaking earth, 
Iron moved headlong, pointed spear and shield, 
The war-song harsh and dissonant told our birth. 
And such our fury that it rose to mirth. 



59 

"Between the sedges and the mountain side 

Roared a broad torrent, issuing to the sea ; 

Swaran despatched, in all his haughty pride, 

Mora, a herald bearing foul decree. 

He crossed the emerald water to the lea: 

* Relinquish Erin and we will agree. 

Haughty Cuthullin, to withdraw our might ; 

But with the kingdom, Emer must we see 

Thy wife, and hound, and that thou bow the knee ! ' 
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" * Mora, return, — I fling thy challenge home, 
None ever speaks of Emer and disgrace ; 
We pitifully scorn thy men of foam, 
Who hardly dare to look us in the face.' 
Then shrieking in mad wrath both armies race, 
Seeking each other's lives. Insane our ire, 
Outnumbered three to one. We yield apace, 
Then, shielded by Cuthullin's patriot fire, 
East thro' the glen slowly we fain retire. 



6i 



"As two gigantic pines upon a rock 

Uphold an avalanche, or as wolf-horde 

Is headed by twin rams that guard the flock. 

So iron-fast stood Connal by his lord. 

White glance of shield and many a trusty sword 

Showed summer-snow as gulls upon the land, 

While breast to breast they hacked and hewed 

red-gored ; — 
Ah! bitter was that fight upon the strand, 
When clotted beards and hair hung on each brand. 
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"When Erin's sons were safe within the glen, 
CuthuUin's and great Connal's strait was great. 
* Hold, hold, friend, best it were we joined our men. 
From fissure of a cave surveyed our fate, 
Thence we can watch the ocean soon and late!* 
Bare knees they bend swift as the antlered deer. 
Evading foes that followed all elate; 
Where scarred and primal precipices rear. 
They clamber still in haste and breathless fear. 



63 

li^ Uo "Windswift they hover poised above the cliff, 

juCy^l^ Scanning twice o'er the blood-red evening main, 

-:Vt4V^ Till in the huge abyss appears a skiff, 

Forerunner of dense masts and sails again 
^vs^ ^ Dimming the purple and ethereal plain. 

* O welcome sight of wave-washed keels and dun, 
Sweeter than death, yet keen this mortal pain, — 
Erin is saved! Cuthullin's fame fordone, 
This deathless doom I may not rue, nor shun.' 
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'**See you! '^Dal ghreinl' oriflamme of the sun, 
Great Fionn's banner studded o'er with gold ! 
0*er shields and javelins thickset ^^ Duar Lunl^ 
GauFs peerless ensign shading kinsmen bold ! 
See Ryno's sinuous pennon, fold on fold. 
Blood-red his colours, under which are seen 
Heads cleft and feet in surge of gore untold. 
And yonder, see! Far on the vast marine 
^^ Dun naimhy* sweet Ossian's standard gold and 
green. 



6^ 

" * See Dermid's " Lia Limmeach " flag thrown out. 
Manfully fluttering on the ice-cold air; 
And ^\Gorse of Peril" raised with pealing shout 
By Oscar's warriors, fierce and debonnair. 
Carril, whence comes it that I am not there, — 
Hosting this fleet, invincible and great? 
Would I might lead the onslaught, nor forbear 
What Druids can have syllabled, dire Fate 
Palsying my heart that hast not learnt to wait/ 
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" Not mine to sing the imperious countless host 
Led by tumultuous heroes, and great Gaul ; 
Whiriwinds of fire they rushed upon our coast, 
And fang'd and glittering on the Norsemen fall. 
Compassionate Fionn would his troops recall, 
But madly vehement Swaran urged the fight: 
*0n till dark-breasted Night outspreads her pall, 
The victor be inexorable Might!' 
So groaning in their stress the foes unite. 



67 

"At last forbidding shades the armies hide, 
Doubtful the contest, onward still they pressed 
Till bronzen cry of trumpet far and wide 
Summons each side to feast and chant and rest. 
Oscar alone, withdrawn on arduous best, 
Sought the evading Norsemen, earliest dawn 
Scarce paled ere he achieved his dangerous quest : 
'Ossian, awake! Across the upper burn 
Acquaint the King our enemies return!' 
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" * Oscar, now shalt thou gain renown, and be thy 

name 
That of the slayer of a hundred men ; 
Take thy green resonant shield and sword of fame, 
And chase the Norsemen till they seek the glen ; 
Win spears and mail and shield from many then 
But let no Northerner thy trophies boast 
A great event for me'; his years twice ten. 
My grandson, fit to lead the finest host, 
Excellent swordsman, steadfast at his post!' 



69 

"Fingal arose, his wild ascending cry 
Roused toil-worn men to victory in the strife. 
* Lead, Gaul, and in my name conquer or die ! 
Thousand the clamours for thy rule are rife, 
Ossian and Oscar, dearer than my life. 
Great Gaul obey, leading the right-hand flank ! ' 
Remorseless charged the foe with spear and knife, 
Yet headlong fled at last, rank after rank, 
And many died at once, more wounded sank. 
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" The haughty King of Berge, Oscar slew ; 
Then came upon him Starkad, mad with rage,- 
Him he leaves headless, but a tough set-to 
And hand-to-hand with Sigfrid did he wage. 
Then one advanced upon him of great age; 
Oscar lamented that his arm should strike, 
But no persuasion would his ire assuage. 
And so he fell and died within a dyke; 
Baedan was also wounded with his spike. 



71 

"Yet with despairing fury Swaran turned, 
Challenging Gaul to issue from the main, 
With passionate rage his flashing eyeballs burn. 
* The kingdom mine,' he cried, * if thou wert slain ! ' 
And at one blow he cleft Gaul's shield in twain. 
Then shuddered Fingal from his higher ground, 
To succour Gaul, his General, was he fain; 
Stalwart and interlocked men clustered round. 
And all upon the Norseman fiercely frowned. 
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" Then like the setting sun with steps how slow, 
Fionn descending on him, age scarce told 
Save on his hoary locks; his soul aglow 
With manly valour; nine strong chains of gold 
Fasten * The Sun ' flag which his warriors hold ; 
Nine times nine chieftains shouted out his name 
As in the wind it glistened and unrolled. 
Thus had he won renown and widespread fame, 
And thus stepped forth his champion-rights to 
claim. 
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" Swaran advanced like thunder towards the King, 
So break Atlantic gales on western shore. 
The clash and clang of weapons loudly ring. 
And mist and dust uprising more and more. 
Brown tongues of fire stream forth, and then 

dark gore; 
At length their shields and spears are thrown away, 
Each grapples with the other, straining o*er 
In deadly conflict. Mighty is the sway. 
Turning from side to side in mortal fray. 



149 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 



74 



"They wrestled, and a flash laid bare the sky 
And struck in shivering peals upon each head, 
Again it gilt the air with blazonry, 
Each crag and tree mysterious horror bred; 
From gaping wounds the heroes madly bled, 
Yet still they toiled and coiled in strenuous fight ; 
We stood appalled, half petrified and dead, 
The strokes of thunder broke us with their might 
And magnified the gloom of darkest night. 
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"Now stooping, Fingal raised his foe aloft 
And cast him on the dull and sullen ground; 
Almost himself he fell, but victor oft 
He knelt on Swaran, as his limbs he bound. 
Shackling his wrists and feet with sinews round. 
' Guard well the King,' he cried. * In full retreat, 
Charge at the foe with spears and deafening sound, 
While I return to witness vengeance sweet 
Upon the mount. Still, Gaul, pursue them fleet ! ' 
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"All this we witnessed from our eyrie high, / 

The darkness of the cave, the sun without, ^mAjj^Jaa) V 
The deadly fight below, the high blue sky; /^ ^ . U,-^ 
This shall I ne'er forget, — we ventured out. ^ ^' 

Connal had joined us, he a champion stout ; \/^^^ 

Tried friends and true we three were turned to 

stone, 
Seeing the fearful Norsemen and their rout. 
Seeing the victory turned by Fi'nn alone, — 
Cuthullin shuddered oft with many a groan. 
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"The thunder o'er, a rainstorm brought relief; 
Kneeling with flood of great and bitter tears 
Trickling through stern-wrought hands — behold 

my chief! — 
That only knew the warrior grasp of spears. 

* Raise up thy sunburnt head,' I said. * Hast fears 
For Erin now ? ' — * Not so,' he answered curt ; 

* How shall I meet fair Emer ? When she hears 
She will despise me, and my cause desert. 

She only knows me first, that now am nought. 



151 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 

" ' I would have poured my life-blood on the strand, 
Nay, had my life been ta'en, I had been fain; 
Her beauty lays upon me this command, 
That I defend her from all earthly pain : 
And yet I am not even in the train 
Of Fionn victor. Dark will be the morn 
That brings me to her presence once again.' 
Yet now, O chiefs, he bears yet deeper scorn, — 
The cause of Conloch's death, his son first-bom." 
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As Carril ended with a mighty cry 

The rainbow-rob^d throng of feasters rose. 

Clashing their swords and shields tumultuously, 

Re-echoing faint the rage of battle-throes, 

All fiercer for the mead and soft repose; 

With awe majestic Cormac's golden speech 

Arises, 'chaining ardour as it glows: 

"Much wisdom, children, have I now to teach. 

And strains of mystic lore in reach of each. 
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"Two-score the years, O warriors, of my reign, ^-^^v^u^inc. 
Behold a mighty kingdom all my own; *l£^^ k ' 
Generous the powers, alas ! upon the wane, ^ 

Not long have I to rest upon the throne. ^^'^^^'Wv 
But ere I leave it forth to fare alone 
I bid your sloth and folly ever cease. 
Black arts may not for ignorance atone : 
By industry and lore is wealth's increase. 
And warlike craft, and skill, and arts of peace. 
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" Long have I borne a blemish, now with age 
Blind and unfit for sovereignty and care, 
Cairbre I set, a warrior tried and sage, 
As regent to Ferdartho, my young heir. 
He, fatherless, must not stand lonely there. 
Brave yet not haughty, just and strictly fair, 
Generous and bountiful, with love of arms, 
He will, yet young, a noble reign prepare ; 
Nor need you dread invasions nor alarms, 
Golden your ships, and crowned with fruit your 
farms. 

153 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



DEATH OF OSCAR 



82 



"Just laws he will promote, robbers destroy, 
Protect the good, and evil men restrict; 
Wise men and sapient judges e'en employ, 
Dire punishment on wicked men inflict; — 
How can I all his hero-strength depict? 
But ere I close my lips, beware, I say, 
Of powers to ill allied, in darkness tricked, 
Belief unmeasured will obscure pure day. 
And once again in darkness ye will stray." 
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With this he took his crown from off his brow 
And placed it on the high pale boyish head 
Of young Ferdartho ; then a spearhaft slow. 
With ringed shaft and keen and glittering blade,— 
"Be thou Fianna chief," the monarch said; 
" Take spear of Trenmore, thy great ancestor, 
With this a thousand traitors still shall bleed ; 
With this thou shalt be ever conqueror, — 
See thou art ever loving, constant, pure! 
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"Crom Cronach, Lugh and Angus, all the gods 
Are stocks and stones not worthy of our fear ; 
The plough that drives the coulter thro* the sods, 
The sword, and axe, were nobler to revere : 
He who can guide each errant starry sphere, 
Can bid green trees and flowery herbage bloom ; 
Alone is God, 'fore Whom we must appear 
To gain reward or to receive our doom 
When age has laid frail limbs within the tomb. 
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" Offer no rites to fiends of earth terrene, 

O mortal men, puffed up with vanity; 

Fear God, Celestial One, not made nor seen. 

Perfect in Heaven, of shining purity. 

Seek not 'mong rocks and thorns security, 

For only One can guide your wanderings 

Through perils, dangers, and obscurity. 

He who hath made can keep all mortal things. 

And spreads o'er smiling earth Eternal Wings. 
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" Beware the Druids, who defy the laws, 
Much power have they deep-rooted and obscure ; 
But whether just or not, I doubt their cause, — 
Better to trust in light, and ills endure. 
In facile times a thousand prophets lure 
Men for a song, and blindfold righteous eyes; 
Cowards and fanatics are aye impure, 
Therefore I warn you and command you, rise 
Above such trickery and feigned lies." 
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On this the Druids rose with one accord- 
And gnashed their teeth and hooted loud enraged ; 
The chieftains, long enslaved by magic word. 
Looked fearfully upon the tumult waged. 
Nor would the frantic priesthood be assuaged, 
Anathemas and curses filled the air. 
And weird appalling thunder loudly raged ; 
Strange flitting lights appeared, nor how nor where 
Could any say, till all were mad with fear. 
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Then with unearthly cry, as ere a storm 
The vultures gather round a battlefield, 
The wizards in a threatening cohort form, 
Scattering the revellers with sword and shield, 
Out in the darkness on the stormy weald. 
They speed to the grey moor of ancient stones ; 
"With curses will we bind, nor never yield 
Our imprecations, tears, and fearful groans 
Till wrath infernal feed upon his bones." 
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" Farewell, dark priests austere, — be yours the choice 
To govern by your arts the craven heart!" 
Thus Cormac, brow-knit, as with sterner voice, 
"Repeat, O chiefs, the oath on Erin's part." 
With massive tones, confidence to impart, 
He chanted well-known runes often rehearsed; 
The chieftains grasped sword-hilts against foul art 
And, while the outcast Druids darkly curst, 
Vowed to serve Cormac as they had at first: 
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" Heaven, earth, and sun ; pure moon and fruit- 
ful land, 
And azure sea be Erin's oath divine; 
Feet, hands, and tongue; with eyes and ears in band, 
With horses, shields, and valiant swords and wine ; 
Men's faces, coloured dew, and maidens fine ; 
With strand and stream and aught men goodly deem. 
As corn and milk and fruit and purple vine. 
We pledge, with all that labour in the team, 
Cormac his heirs to keep and to redeem." 
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/ ^y/'^/'- Grainne alone of all the women there 

^,py^v^y(j^ Willed no success to Cormac and his host; 
^•, P Vic/'v^ Pallid her face, as with defiant air 

She glared wild as a midnight wandering ghost. 
All strategy she pondered at her post, 
How to evade compelling power and raise 
Rebellion in the land and round the coast; 
This Fian hosting never won her praise. 
That loved pomp, ease, and honey-flowing days. 
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One means of safety she was dowered withal : fko.'9'u^^ ^ 

A sleeping-draught so subtly soft prepared / • U/CJL^^ 

That had she taken it, under a pall 

Of deathlike slumber she for nought had cared ; 

But now another destiny she dared : 

Why should she not escape and taste free life? 

With such a greybeard she would not be paired ; 

No grandfather should own her as his wife, — 

A healthy impulse urged her on to strife. 
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Then Grainne rose. Halo of fire divine 

Her radiant form emitted as in trance. 

All gazed as deftly she outpoured red wine, 

Then with half-veiled but yet most arrogant glance 

Reverence she made to Fionn, torchlight dance 

Of lustrous gems wreathing her coronal. 

" Drink this ; a talisman -from dire mischance," 

Yet was it potion weird and magical, 

A drug-steeped wine of issue tragical. 
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Hardly had Fi'nn returned the gold-wrought cup 
Than, fixing irate looks on Gaul, he spake, 
" Thou murderer of my father, drink it up, — 
Living, my vengeance canst thou never slake." 
Then to great Ossian, " Dainty bard, partake ! 
Better thou lovest muse and song and feast 
Than warfare." Then like venomous snake 
Turning on Conan, "Arrant knave and beast, 
Among the very dogs I hold thee least!" 
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Scarce had he uttered scurrilous lampoon 
Than Grainne held him back with gentle hand ; 
On him fell' suddenly a deadly swoon 
While stern and bitter raged the hero-band. 
"Drink, all of ye," she said, "and sheathe each 

brand"; 
Another cup she gave and forced their will. 
"Good Daire," then said Grainne, "I demand 
Word with sweet Dermid; forecast nothing ill, — 
His gesa I must lay upon him still." 
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Grainne to Dermid then: "Thy gallant arm 
Is vowed to rescue damsels in distress ; 
Behold my misery and great alarm, 
Betrothed without consent and pitiless." 
So beauteous looked she in her helplessness 
That Dermid trembled at the fateful charm ; 
His honour pledged to Fionn, could he guess 
That earliest sacred vows would prove his harm ? 
In vain he sought the weeping maid to calm. 
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"Fionn's betrothed is not for me!" he said; 
"To desecrate my vows would be great fault." 
Courage-compacted reared his noble head, 
And full of fire, repulsing vain assault 
But Grainne*s fear and love could make no halt 
" I lay thee under Druids' bonds of might 
That o'er the palisades thou lightly vault, 
Rescuing me ere vanished is the night, 
Ere the new sun pour out its radiant light" 
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"O Ossian, son of Fionn, must it be?" 
Asked Dermid. — "How else may this field be won? 
Magician's power hath laid the task on thee,^ 
Aught that the maid demands thee must be done ; 
But still I warn thee, fear M'Cumhars son ! " 
"Oscar, advise me what to do were best." 
"No dangerous service do I ever shun, 
Follow that path and trust luck for the rest; 
No longer are our swords at Fionn's hest." 
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So all the Fians urge the youth to flight, 
Shamefast yet eager, head bent as a reed, 
Wordless he strives to dominate the right; 
But Grainne knelt and pleaded all her need: 
" O beauteous soul, why dost thou pay no heed ? 
Harmonious is thy silence, fear not Fi'nn, 
His wrath is powerless, only fired by greed ; 
If mirror'd thou couldst contemplate thy sin, 
'Twould seem enameird dew midst flowers within." 



162 



Digiti 



ized by Google 



100 



Then Dermid lightly touched her on the sleeve: 
*'I will not wed thee, but will bear away, 
So may we live and yet not inly grieve; — 
Swift let us leave the fort ere it is day!" 
■** Go ! " muttered Gaul, — " we will not say thee nay ! " 
And so the guilty pair with secret joy 
Fled from the banquet-hall in disarray, 
And though they felt the sting of sin's alloy 
It strengthened yet the bond 'twixt maid and boy. 
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